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ABSTRACT 
 
Partisans in the United States Congress have become more polarized over the past several 
decades. Now, most elite Democrats are liberals and most elite Republicans are conservatives in 
Congress. When parties head towards the extremes, independents (whose ideological position is 
usually moderate) may feel that they are more distant from parties, and thus not being 
represented. So, how has the elite polarization affected independents’ political attitudes and 
participation? Some scholars, such as Abramowitz and Saunders, argue that the elite polarization 
has enabled ordinary Americans to recognize parties’ ideological differences easily, which 
means that more moderate citizens can be involved in political process and turnout to vote. Other 
scholars, such as Fiorina, Abrams and Pope, argue that polarization in Congress is alienating 
many moderate citizens from the political process, further turning the moderate citizens off to 
politics. This disagreement on the effects of political polarization raises the question: has the 
polarization increased independents’ political participation or not? Then, what kinds of 
independents are more involved in politics and what kinds of independents are turned off by the 
polarization? I examine how the polarization in Congress has affected independent voters’ 
political attitudes on ideological policy positions, political efficacy, trust in government and 
affection for parties. The research also focuses on independent voters’ political participation such 
as campaign participation and voter turnout. I find that the elite partisan polarization in Congress 
has allowed independent voters to understand party differences more easily, which has made 
independents move towards a more ideologically extreme position and achieve greater political 
efficacy. Also, the elite partisan polarization in Congress has made independents dislike 
polarized political parties and distrust government more. As a result, the elite partisan 
polarization in Congress has increased independents’ political participation in campaigns and 
voter turnout too. For the research, I used multiple regression, logistic regression and a path 
analysis to analyze American National Election Studies data from 1960-2012. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Recently, it is easy to see and hear that American politics is very polarized, particularly 
through mass media such as newspapers, TV and the Internet. Political polarization refers to the 
divergence of political attitudes to ideological extremes according to their partisanship, such as 
Democrat or Republican. Thus, when most people stand on a certain issue or support a certain 
policy strictly based on their identification with a particular political party, we can say it is 
politically polarized. Polarization has been an ongoing phenomenon in American politics and 
become one of the most popular topics not only in mass media but also in Political Science. 
Some scholars in Political Science such as McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal have already noted and 
researched the phenomena of political polarization in the U.S. Congress and written a book, 
Polarized America (2006). Some other scholars’ book titles such as Red and Blue Nation? 
(Brady, 2006) and Culture War? (Fiorina, 2010) are becoming familiar expressions to ordinary 
citizens.  
American Politics has been polarized, particularly in the U.S. Congress, since the 1960s. 
According to the Party Polarization Index, which is calculated based on all recorded roll call 
votes in the history of the U.S. Congress, the gap between liberal Democrats and conservative 
Republicans has grown from 1960 to 2012. As a result, elite partisans today in Congress have 
become entirely polarized. Thus, we can hardly find moderates or bipartisanship in the U.S. 
Congress today. Moreover, when the majority party of the Congress is different from the party of 
the president, a government shutdown can easily occur because of the two polarized parties’ 
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stubborn conflicts over the federal budget. For example, under the Clinton administration, the 
government was shut down for 26 days, and under the Obama administration, the government 
was shut down for 16 days because there was no compromise between the two major parties. In a 
government shutdown, Democrats and Republicans blame each other and argue that the 
opponent party should be held responsible for the government shutdown. Then, what do 
independents, who do not have any party affiliation, think of a government shutdown that has 
occurred due to the elite partisan polarization? Do they abhor extreme partisan elites and blame 
both elite Democrats and elite Republicans who do not compromise? Or do they evaluate and 
judge which party is better and move towards one side, and then criticize one party more than the 
other? How do independents feel about and look at the partisan polarization in Congress? 
The phenomenon of the party polarization in Congress raises some interesting questions 
about the relationship between the elite partisan polarization and independent voters. The 
political system of the United States is a representative democracy. Thus, the elite partisans in 
the U.S. Congress have to properly represent American citizens’ various political views and 
ideological policy positions. Because of the party polarization, however, there are no more 
moderates in the U.S. Congress who can represent independents whose ideological position is 
usually not extreme but moderate. In the U.S. Congress today, elite Democrats and elite 
Republicans are always blaming each other for the country’s problems and they don’t 
compromise on any bill or most major policy issues. In this case, independents can be innocent 
victims of the elite partisan polarization because there are none who can represent independents’ 
moderate and not extreme views properly in Congress. Then, how has the elite partisan 
polarization in Congress affected independent voters’ political attitudes and participation? In 
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particular, I want to find out whether the party polarization made independents participate more 
in politics or be turned off by the politics.  
In this research, I focus more on independents than partisans to examine the relationship 
between party polarization and electorates’ attitudes and behavior. Why independents? There are 
several reasons why independents are of particular interest. First of all, the share of independents 
continues to increase in American politics, according to various polls asking party affiliation 
among the public. For example, based on the recent 2014 data of the Pew Research Center, 39 
percent of the American electorate identify as independents; however, 32 percent of them 
categorize as Democrats and only 23 percent of respondents consider themselves Republicans.1 
Thus, the proportion of independents has surpassed the percentages of either Democrats or 
Republicans and become a larger group than any other partisan group. Independents are now too 
large a group to ignore in elections, and their preferences can decide election outcomes. 
Although there is some controversy over whether leaning independents (those who feel closer to 
one political party than the other) are actually partisans and not independents,2 it is indisputable 
that the share of Americans who decline to affiliate with either party or are reluctant to label 
themselves as Democrats or Republicans has been growing significantly. Because almost 40 
percent of Americans today deny any partisan affiliation and identify themselves as 
independents, we need more in-depth research on independents’ political attitudes and behaviors 
both qualitatively and quantitatively.  
                                                          
1 For the details, please see the report from the Pew Research Center. Doherty, Carroll and Rachel Weisel. 
2015. “A Deep Dive Into Party Affiliation” Released on April 7, 2015. Online access: http://www.people-
press.org/files/2015/04/4-7-2015-Party-ID-release.pdf 
2 Keith and his coauthors (1992) in their book, The Myth of the Independent Voter, argued that 
independent leaners are not independents but partisans because leaners’ voting behavior is almost the 
same as partisans. This controversy is well explained in Chapter 3. 
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Secondly, although national news media have given a fair amount of attention to 
independent voters in recent presidential elections, we cannot deny there has been relatively little 
work done by political scientist about independents. Compared to news media and political 
campaigns, political scientists and scholars studying electoral behavior have usually focused on 
partisans more than independents. Independents are traditionally ignored by scholars because 
political scientists have typically regarded leaning independents to be the same as partisans and 
pure independents as unreliable voters showing little political interest, knowledge, or 
involvement. However, I expect that the political polarization today is so apparent that even 
independents who do not know politics well can easily recognize and understand the differences 
between the two major parties. Moreover, new mass media and advanced technology such as 
twenty-four hour cable TV news channels, widespread Internet and social network access, high-
speed mobile Internet and smartphones have enabled even independents to access political 
information more easily and to hear more often about hot-button political issues and divided 
public opinions. Thus, I expect the traditional characteristics of independents have changed 
because of the obvious party polarization, their increased education level, advanced mass media 
and prevalent mobile Internet and so on. Therefore, this research on the relationship between the 
elite partisan polarization and independents’ political attitudes and participation can fill a void in 
the literature. This research will also suggest that independents do deserve more attention from 
academic scholars of elections and voting behaviors.  
Thirdly, independents’ decisions have become more important in recent elections. 
Whenever there are presidential races, most political analysts, commentators, journalists and 
both Democratic and Republican campaign strategists have given more attention to independents 
than partisans. Recent presidential elections have been neck and neck until the very end. Thus, it 
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is no exaggeration to say that the winner in a presidential election is contingent on independents’ 
decisions. Some political analysts and campaign strategists argue that it is more important to 
mobilize their partisans, their base voters, to turn out at the polls because independents are not 
interested in politics and do not participate in voting anyway. However, political analysts and 
politicians increasingly pay close attention to independents who are more likely to shift votes 
between elections. Also, both the Democratic and Republican parties’ campaign strategists have 
taken their partisans’ support for granted; therefore, they have focused more on independents and 
tried their best to get support from independents. This is because they absolutely need support 
from a greater number of independents on top of their partisan base to win a close election. Thus, 
this research will provide a theoretical basis for scholars studying political campaigns, because 
this research will examine how the elite partisan polarization has affected independents’ 
campaign participation and voter turnout. 
In addition, the literature on the effects of elite partisan polarization in American politics 
is itself divided. Some scholars predict that there is little effect from the polarization on the 
public, yet others strenuously argue the opposite, that the elite polarization has an effect on 
ordinary Americans as a whole. In particular, the competing scholarly camps make different 
predictions about the effects of the elite partisan polarization on independents and moderate 
voters. Therefore, I expect this research will shed important new light on this controversy in the 
extant literature. Also, this research will provide new insight into theoretical debates about the 
effects of elite-level political polarization on public attitudes and partisanship.  
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Summary and Description of Chapters 
In summary, this dissertation focuses on the relationship between the elite partisan 
polarization and independent voters. More specifically, this project explores the effect of the elite 
partisan polarization in Congress on independent voters’ political attitudes and their participation 
in campaigning and voter turnout. In order to further develop this project, Chapter 2 begins with 
some background on the study of the effect of the elite partisan polarization in Congress on the 
mass public. There are two opposing theories regarding the effect of the elite partisan 
polarization on American voters: some argue that the elite partisan polarization affects ordinary 
citizens’ political attitudes and participation, but others argue that it does not. These two 
opposing theories will provide a backdrop for discussing how the elite partisan polarization 
affects independent voters’ political attitudes and participation. Then I will review some classics 
in the literature of American politics which studied American voters’ partisanship and voting 
behavior, in particular, how to measure party identification, how party identification affects 
Americans’ electoral behavior, how much party identification is important to American voters’ 
electoral behavior and so on. Thus, this chapter will show both the importance of party 
identification and the disregard for independent identifiers in the literature of American politics. 
Therefore, this chapter can also illustrate why this project focuses more on independent voters 
among American voters.  
However, there are some controversies about independent voters. Thus, I begin Chapter 3 
by reviewing previous theoretical debates about the independent voters. There have been various 
controversies regarding independents’ definition, how to measure them, the extent of their 
independence, their character, population trends, and their contribution to our democratic 
society. Among them, skepticism of the real characteristics of independent leaners is most 
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common. Thus, I reviewed the previous literature regarding four main controversies about 
independent voters: 1) whether the traditional measurement of independents has a 
methodological problem, 2) whether independent leaners are actually hidden partisans, 3) 
whether independents are increasing in the U.S., and 4) whether independents are beneficial to 
our democratic society.   
After reviewing those controversies, Chapter 4 looks at how independents’ characteristics 
have changed over time and who independents are today. Descriptive analysis of American 
National Election Studies (ANES) data illustrates various independents’ socio-demographic 
characteristics such as age, gender, race, religion, income, education, political interest and 
ideology over time. Chapter 4 usually compares those independents’ socio-demographic traits 
with Democrats and Republicans in every presidential election year from 1960 to 2012. Thus, it 
displays how independents’ characteristics are different from other partisans. Also, Chapter 4 
will show how independents’ characteristics have changed over time since the 1960s. For 
example, it will display how the proportion of independents has increased and how 
independents’ level of education and political interest have changed from 1960 to 2012. Thus, 
this chapter will show not only how independents are different from Democrats and Republicans 
and but also how today’s independents are different from traditional independents in the 1960s.  
In Chapter 5, I will examine the effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ 
political attitudes and participation. Using American National Election Studies data from 1960 to 
2012, I will explore how independents’ political attitudes such as ideological policy position, 
political efficacy, trust in government, and affection for parties have been affected by the elite 
partisan polarization. I will also explore how the elite partisan polarization in Congress has 
affected independent voters’ participation in political campaigns and voter turnout. In addition, 
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this chapter will also examine which mediator among those political attitude variables has the 
most significant indirect effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ political 
participation. Therefore, this chapter will show how the elite partisan polarization has affected 
independents’ participation in campaigns and voter turnout both directly and indirectly via 
mediating variables such as ideological policy position, political efficacy, trust in government 
and affection for parties. 
Chapter 6 will serve as the concluding chapter in which I summarize the findings, discuss 
their implication and importance for the political science discipline and limitations. Also I will 
suggest some directions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
POLARIZED AMERICA AND AMERICAN VOTERS 
 
American politics has become increasingly polarized recently. Policy differences between 
Democrats and Republicans in Congress have increased over the past several decades. Thus, 
bipartisanship in Congress has declined. Conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans once 
occupied key leadership positions in the House and Senate, but now they have almost 
disappeared. Therefore, today most elite Democrats are liberals and most elite Republicans are 
conservatives, with very little ideological overlap between the parties (Abramowitz 2010, 
Levendusky 2009, Thierault 2008; Sinclair 2006; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; 
Hetherington 2001; Mockabee 2001). 
 When parties head towards the extremes, independents, whose ideological position is 
usually moderate, may feel that they are more distant from the parties. Moreover, independents 
may feel they are not being represented at all. So, how has the party polarization in Congress 
affected independents’ political attitudes and behavior? Has the elite partisan polarization made 
independents more involved in politics or less involved in politics?  
In my first supposition, some independents could increasingly have stronger ideological 
positions and more participation in politics because they can easily recognize and understand the 
distinct differences between the two parties, due to the apparent partisan polarization. Some 
other independents also may increasingly participate in politics when they feel that the President 
or the Congress goes in an ideologically extreme direction of too liberal or too conservative. This 
is because independent voters, whose ideological position is usually moderate, may want 
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ideologically balanced governmental policies, rather than ideologically extreme policies. They 
might want to fulfill the democratic principle of checks and balances between the President and 
the Congress, which they see as operated by polarized partisan elites. 
However, other independents could show further indifference to politics as they feel 
alienated because no political party adequately represents them. Some independents could be 
more apathetic because they despise troublesome conflicts between two extreme partisans. 
Because those independents detest the endless disputes between Democrats and Republicans, 
they may not want involvement in politics. Moreover, there are a few pure independents who are 
uninterested and uninformed about politics entirely for no specific reason. Regardless of the 
party polarization, some independents show disinterest in politics consistently, and therefore, 
they do not participate in politics at all. These kinds of independents might focus on their daily 
existence of earning money or leisure activities, family, friends, and social life rather than public 
affairs and politics.3  However, because the party polarization in the U.S. is very intense now, I 
presume that these independents, who are originally not interested in politics, also can feel the 
effects of the party polarization. Thus, I am curious about how these independents’ political 
attitudes and behavior have been affected by the party polarization.  
Broadly, there are two opposing views concerning the consequences of the partisan 
polarization in American politics. Most scholars agree that partisan elites in Congress have 
become more polarized since the late 1960s; however, these scholars hold different opinions 
about how this elite partisan polarization has impacted the public, in particular, whether or not 
                                                          
3 John Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse (2002) in the book, Stealth Democracy argued that ordinary 
Americans actually don’t want to get involved in in politics. Hibbing and Theiss-Morse showed that 
people want to distance themselves from government and politics because many people simply hate 
political conflict and people tend to view political procedures as a complete waste of time. 
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this elite polarization has generated mass polarization, and whether there is partisan polarization 
in the public. Generally they can be categorized into two schools.  
 
Two Opposing Views on Political Polarization  
- School 1: Partisan elites are highly polarized, and the elite polarization is driving a 
wedge between party supporters in the electorate and alienating many moderate 
citizens from the political process. However, the mass polarization is not large. The 
elite polarization has not increased the mass polarization (Fiorina, Abrams, and 
Pope 2005, 2008, 2011; Hillygus and Shields 2008; Gelman et al. 2008, McCarty, 
Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 1996; Baker 2005). 
The popular press and academic research have given a large amount of attention to the 
increasingly polarized electorate. However, Fiorina (2006, 2009) contends that citizens are not 
polarized and tend to be comfortably situated in the middle of the ideological spectrum, although 
partisan elites occupy the ideological extremes. According to Fiorina, the polarized debate in 
politics is simply a product of partisan elites and media manipulations. Ordinary citizens are not 
always very well informed because they do not pay close attention to politics. Even when they 
are well informed, they do not necessarily have very strong opinions. Citizens are often forced to 
make choices especially at election time. However, those selections do not capture accurately 
their political views, which are usually moderate. Rather, Fiorina pointed out that the elite 
polarization has a risk that may be harmful to the democratic citizen, because it can make 
citizens become further turned off by politics. Another risk of the elite polarization is that 
politicians increasingly do not adequately represent the views of constituents. Fiorina’s main 
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argument is that the electorate is moderate, there is no culture war, and polarization occurs only 
at the elite level (Fiorina and Abrams 2008, 2011, Fiorina, Abrams and Pope 2005, 2011).  
The arguments that ordinary people are not interested in politics, and thus not very 
ideological originate from a classic work of Philip Converse (1964), “The Nature of Belief 
Systems in Mass Publics.” Therefore, students of public opinion often describe ordinary 
Americans as uninterested in politics, uninformed about political issues, and uninvolved in the 
political process beyond occasionally voting in national elections. Converse (1964) in his paper 
analyzed data from the 1956 and 1960 ANES surveys, and he concluded that the large majority 
of Americans lacked any coherent ideological perspective on politics. Also, he found that many 
people did not even have meaningful opinions on the leading issues of the day. Converse (1964) 
argued that the kind of ideological thinking prevalent among political leaders was confined to a 
tiny minority of educated and informed citizens. 
In the forty years after Converse’s findings, Hillygus and Shields (2008) in their book, 
The Persuadable Voter, argue that Converse’s conclusion that a large majority of Americans 
lacked interest and information on politics is still valid. In a fairly extreme test of congruity, 
Hillygus and Shields (2008) look at ten potential wedge issues (issues that parties use to try to 
divide the other party’s supporters such as abortion, gun control, and health care). They found 
that in the 2004 ANES survey data, only 33 percent of partisans are congruent with their party on 
all issues, while 67 percent disagreed with their party in 2004 on at least one issue they 
considered personally important. They concluded that there is no political polarization at the 
electorate level. This lack of political polarization at the electorate level allows parties to employ 
wedge issues to persuade a large majority of voters in the middle, which would work far less 
successfully, if voters were completely polarized.  
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Similarly, Gelman and his colleagues (2008) also show that 85 percent of Republicans 
either do not identify themselves as conservative, or do not take the conservative position on all 
three issues that the authors consider basic to ideological disputes between the parties: abortion, 
affirmative action, and government health insurance. Democrats show the same result. Almost 
90 percent of Democrats either do not identify themselves as liberal, or do not take the liberal 
position on all three of those issues. Though Gelman and his colleagues also find some increased 
polarization at the mass level, they conclude that Americans are mainly centrists as Fiorina 
argued. 
Basinger and Lavine (2005) similarly showed that 36 percent of partisans in 2000 were 
ambivalent in terms of the open-ended comments they made about the political parties. 
Additionally, 18 percent of partisans were indifferent to the political parties. Only 46 percent of 
partisans gave responses that were decidedly favorable to one party and negative to the other. In 
other words, about half of Americans can be understood as moderate or not polarized.  
Fiorina and Abrams (2011) in their article, “Where is the Polarization?” again argued that 
the electorate was not polarized in 2008. They show how the electorate was still centrist in 
liberal-conservative self-placement and policy issues in 2008. Likewise, attitudes have not 
become much more liberal or conservative on the American National Election Studies’ seven-
point issue scales from 1984 to 2008. They note that voters’ choices have become more polarized 
over the years, but they emphasize that voters themselves have not polarized. At most, partisan 
sorting has occurred, and even that sorting is incomplete on such issues as abortion. Many 
Democrats are pro-life and many Republicans are pro-choice, even though the parties’ 
presidential candidates have been taking different stands on abortion over the past several 
elections. Fiorina and Abrams point out that activists and the media are responsible for the view 
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that there is polarization in the electorate but the public is not polarized, particularly in its issue 
positions (Niemi, Weisberg, and Kimball, 2011, Chapter 12). 
Levendusky (2009) takes a middle position between two opposing schools although his 
argument is a little closer to Fiorina’s. In his book, The Partisan Sort: How Liberals become 
Democrats and Conservatives became Republicans (2009), Levendusky argues that elite 
polarization has fundamentally transformed voters, although it has not increased mass 
polarization greatly. Instead, the elite polarization has caused voters to adopt the ideological 
outlook of their same-party elites. As partisan elites move to their ideological poles, they clarify 
what it means to be a Democrat or a Republican. Ordinary voters use these clearer cues to align 
their own partisanship and ideology. He argues that elite polarization causes ordinary voters to 
sort by clarifying where the parties stand on the issues of the day. However, by using the 1992-
1996 panel data to estimate how much movement actually occurs in both issue attitudes and 
partisanship, Levendusky finds that most voters did not change their issue positions as 
dramatically as people change their party identification, over the twelve-year period from 1992 
to 2004. Mass polarization could occur over a long period of time; however, the observed levels 
of issue change remain mild as Fiorina (2008) claimed.  
In summary, according to scholars in School 1, most voters are moderate and centrist. 
They agree that the elite partisan polarization has increased, but they disagree that the elite 
partisan polarization has led to the public becoming more polarized. They argue that ordinary 
voters are not polarized, and that Democratic and Republican voters still take similar positions 
on many issues. Thus, the elite partisan polarization has not affected the mass public. In addition, 
they argue that the polarization in Congress is alienating many moderate citizens from the 
political process, so the moderate citizens become more apathetic towards politics. 
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- School 2: As partisan elites in Congress polarized, citizens are highly polarized. 
More citizens can participate in politics because they can recognize easily the 
ideological differences between the parties due to the polarization (Hunter 1991; 
Carmines and Stimson 1989, Hetherington 2001, Mockabee 2001, Layman and 
Carsey 2002; Brewer 2005; Bafumin and Shapiro 2009, Abramowitz 2010, 2006; 
Abramowitz and Saunders 2006, 2008; Campbell 2006b). 
In contrast to School 1, these scholars argue that citizens who are politically engaged are 
taking increasingly polarized views. Hunter (1991) brings up the popular discussion of the 
“culture wars” between social conservatives and liberals. This has become a common argument, 
especially focused on such hot-button issues as abortion and gay marriage. Hunter argues that the 
parties have polarized on these issues at the elite level, and the result is that the public has been 
polarized on these social issues as well. Carmines and Stimson (1989) in the book, Issue 
Evolution and Zaller (1992) in the book, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, had the view 
of public opinion as elite-driven, so they suggest that the ideological behavior of partisan elites in 
Congress leads the polarization in the public.  
Layman and Carsey (2002) suggest that the present polarization is due to the parties 
becoming increasingly divided on several major policy dimensions at once. They argue that the 
multiple dimensions of partisan conflict make party divisions and polarization more intense. 
Brewer (2005) confirms Layman and Carsey’s results, showing how racial and cultural issues 
have joined economic equality issues in determining or reinforcing partisan identification. 
Hetherington (2001) adds another perspective to the notion of partisan polarization. He 
shows that party differences in voting in Congress have increased since the 1970s. During the 
same period, there has been an increase in people seeing important differences between the 
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parties and in correctly identifying the Democrats as more liberal than the Republicans. Through 
multivariate analysis, he also shows that the elite partisan polarization is a significant predictor 
of the public’s feelings toward the parties and their salience. With more people being positive 
toward one party and negative toward the other, people make more comments about the parties 
as a result of the increased polarization in Congress. Consistent with most theories of public 
opinion, these mass level changes resulted from changes in elite behavior. Greater ideological 
polarization in Congress clarifies people’s perceptions of the parties’ ideologies, producing a 
more partisan electorate. Similarly, Mockabee (2001) also argues that the party polarization in 
Congress has enabled people to detect differences between the parties more easily, and it has 
contributed to ideological polarization at the mass level.  
Bafumin and Shapiro (2009) argued that political parties at the elite and activist level 
have become more ideologically coherent than they were in the mid-1970s. Elite level 
polarization leads to polarization among partisans in the public at large, so the partisan 
polarization has become increasingly evident in the mass electorate. After analyzing the National 
Election Studies data from 1952 to 2004, they argued that the American electorate has polarized 
since 1980s along party lines, in ideologically definable ways. Also, they pointed out that the 
number of pure independents among voters has decreased since the late 1970s (about 15%) until 
2004 (around 10%), while independent partisans (leaners) have grown substantially. Generally, 
the number of partisans also has grown, while fewer Americans place themselves in the middle 
of the scale. As such, Bafumin and Shapiro argued that political polarization has increased not 
only in the partisan elite level but also at the public level since the 1980s.  
Abramowitz and Saunders (2006) argue that Democrats are becoming more liberal and 
Republicans are becoming more conservative. They demonstrate that the correlation between 
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partisanship and ideology has increased dramatically over the years: from only 0.35 in the 1972-
1980 period, to 0.49 in the 1992-2000 period, and finally up to 0.58 in the 2004 election. They 
also show that Republican identification increased most among conservatives while decreasing 
among liberals.  Abramowitz (2010) in his book, The Disappearing Center: Engaged Citizens, 
Polarization, and American Democracy, concedes that a segment of the American public has 
little interest in politics, but this portion is a minority and is shrinking. He argued that the 
polarization in Congress has served to energize the public by clarifying the stakes in elections. 
This elite partisan polarization allows more people to be involved in the political process and 
turn out to vote.  
In summary, according to scholars in school 2, the elite partisan polarization has 
impacted the mass public and generated mass polarization. They argue that the elite polarization 
has enabled ordinary Americans to understand the two major parties’ ideological differences 
easily, which makes it possible for more people to be involved in the political process, such as 
participating in campaigns and turning out to vote. Thus, as partisan elites have moved to the 
ideological poles, ordinary voters have followed them. In other words, elite partisan polarization 
in Congress has contributed to polarization at the mass level by raising ordinary citizens’ 
awareness of meaningful ideological differences between two parties (Hetherington 2001, 
Mockabee 2001). Scholars in school 2 also argue that voters today are less centrist, and more 
ideologically extreme than they were a generation ago. The electorate has been increasingly 
bimodal, with only a small number of moderates remaining in the ideological center 
(Abramowitz and Saunders 2008; Abramowitz 2010, 2006; Campbell 2006b). 
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Measures of Political Polarization  
As we see in the literature review of the two schools, there is broad agreement that 
partisan elites in Congress have become more polarized since the late 1960s, although the two 
schools do not agree about whether the mass public has polarized. Then, how do they know 
whether elite partisans in Congress have polarized or whether the mass public has polarized? 
How have scholars measured political polarization in Congress or in the public? Thus, in this 
section, I will introduce some major methods that scholars have used to measure political 
polarization both on the elite level and on the mass level. 
Scholars arguing that congressional politics has become highly polarized over the past a 
few several decades have usually examined roll-call voting patterns in Congress. They first 
observed widening partisan elites divisions, and subsequent research has abundantly confirmed 
and extended their initial findings (Pool and Rosenthal 1984, 2007; Jacobson 2007). By every 
observed measure, the distance between the congressional parties has been growing steadily 
since the 1970s. The widening gap appears in party loyalty on roll-call votes (Rohde 1991, 
Aldrich 1995, Sinclair 2000, Roberts and Smith 2003), in adjusted Americans for Democratic 
Action (ADA) scores (Groseclose, Levitt, and Snyder 1999), and in presidential support scores 
(Fisher and Bond 2003, Jacobson 2003), as well as, most prominently, in Poole and Rosenthal’s 
first dimension DW-Nominate scores (Poole and Rosenthal 1999, McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 
1997). The DW-Nominate scale is an updated version of their D-Nominate measure.4 Using 
                                                          
4 The DW-Nominate score is calculated from all non-unanimous roll-call votes cast across all Congresses. 
Each member’s pattern of roll-call votes locates him or her on a liberal-conservative dimension ranging 
from -1.0 (most liberal) to +1.0 (most conservative), allowing us to compare the distribution of positions 
along the dimension taken by Republicans and Democrats in different Congresses (Jacobson 2007). 
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DW-Nominate scores, Poole and Rosenthal concluded that American politics has become more 
polarized. 
Moreover, when Mockabee (2001) computed the difference between the mean for 
Republican House members and the mean for Democratic members in each Congress using DW-
Nominate scores, he found the ideological distance between the parties in the House grew 
dramatically over time since 1970. According to party difference in mean DW-Nominate scores, 
Jacobson (2007) also argues that elite partisan polarization has increased unprecedentedly since 
the Nixon administration, and parties are more polarized in the George W. Bush administration. 
 In order to measure the polarization at the mass level, Hetherington used the measures 
employed originally by Wattenberg (1984), which measured the net number of likes and dislikes 
offered by respondents. However, using the likes-dislikes measure has several problems, 
including obscuring differences between categories and overstating neutrality (see Konda and 
Sigelman 1987; Stanga and Sheffield 1987; DeSart 1995). More problematically, the measure 
lacks a stated neutral point and people are classified as neutral if they provide no answers at all. 
Therefore, “feeling thermometers” are more attractive because they have an explicit neutral 
point, 50 degrees, and almost all respondents provide valid answers (Craig 1985).   
Since the 1964, the ANES has been asking people to rate the two parties on a “feeling 
thermometer,” where the number “100” represents very warm feelings; “0” represents very cold 
feelings, and “50” means neither hot nor cold. Some scholars (such as Hetherington 2001; 
Weisberg and Mockabee 1999; Mockabee 2001; Weisberg and Christenson 2007; Weisberg and 
Devine 2010) used ANES party feeling thermometers to find out whether there is polarization at 
the mass level. For example, Hetherington classified those who answer 50 degrees to both 
thermometers as neutral-neutral; those who answer above 50 degrees to one party and below 50 
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degrees to the other as positive-negative, and so forth. Hetherington (2001) showed that the 
partisan category increased dramatically after the 1980s.   
Weisberg and Mockabee (1999) also note that the feeling thermometer scores for the two 
parties have become strongly negatively correlated. This indicates an increasingly polarized view 
of the parties among the public. Ten years later, Weisberg and Devine (2010) showed again that 
the correlation between the ratings of the two parties became negative after the 1980s, and the 
most negative in both 2004 and 2008. In other words, there has been increased mass polarization 
since the late 1980s. They argued that the mass public is currently [in 2010] more polarized than 
in any other presidential election year. 
There is an alternative way to measure the political polarization. Mockabee (2001) found 
that the upsurge in the public’s perceptions of the parties is strongly related to party polarization 
in Congress. He showed that among individuals who perceive important differences between the 
parties, the impact of ideology and partisanship on political evaluations is greater. Thus, 
perceptions of party differences can form a link between party polarization in Congress and 
polarization at mass level.  
Over the past six decades, the ANES has periodically asked the following question: “Do 
you think there are any important differences in what the Republicans and Democrats stand for?” 
Mockabee (2001) found that only 50 percent of respondents saw any important differences 
between the parties in 1960, but this figure has increased continuously since the 1980s: 58 
percent in 1980 to 66 percent in 2000, particularly in each presidential election year. The average 
percentage of “yes” responses was 48 percent from 1960s to 1970s. However, the average from 
1980 through 2000 was 57 percent. Thus the perceptions of differences between the parties have 
increased since the 1980s. 
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Mockabee (2001) showed that as the parties become more distinct ideologically, it 
becomes easier for individuals to recognize party differences, and the awareness of party 
differences is strongly correlated with indicators of party polarization in Congress. More 
particularly, he revealed a positive relationship between the elite polarization and the public’s 
recognition of party differences using Rosenthal’s DW-Nominate scores and the ANES 
“awareness of important party differences” variable. Using the same method, Kimball (2001) 
also finds a strong, positive relationship between perceptions of important party differences and 
polarization in Congress. Hetherington (2001) also argued electorates’ perception of party 
differences has increased soon after increases in elite polarization. Hetherington considered the 
public’s awareness of party difference as an intermediate step to demonstrate that the elite 
polarization has increased mass partisanship. 
Some of the methods these scholars have developed will be useful for this research. In 
particular, I will employ the feeling thermometer scores to measure independents’ affection for 
parties, one of the political attitude variables in my research model. Thus, I will examine how the 
elite partisan polarization has affected independents’ affection for parties using their feeling 
thermometer scores in Chapter 5. I will also use the perceptions of party differences as a proxy 
for the measure of the elite partisan polarization in Congress, which is supported by Mockabee, 
Kimball and Hetherington, who showed that the perception of party differences has a strong 
positive relationship with the party polarization in Congress. 
As we have reviewed, most scholars agree that elite Democrats and elite Republicans in 
Congress have increasingly polarized over the last few decades according to the academic 
literature using various methods. Thus, we can conclude that most elite partisans in Congress 
speak, behave, decide and vote exclusively on the basis of their party identification. Then, what 
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about American voters? Do Americans voters also use their party identifications as much as elite 
partisans do when they think, act, decide and vote? How much party identification is important 
to ordinary Americans’ electoral behavior? Before I review the literature on independent voters, I 
will introduce studies on American voters’ electoral behavior and party identification in the next 
section. 
  
American Voters and Party Identification 
Campbell, Gurin, and Miller, the famous scholars of the University of Michigan election 
studies, introduced the concept of “party identification” for their initial study of 1952 election, 
The Voter Decides (1954).5 They introduced the concept of “party identification” to capture a 
pattern of partisan loyalty that they observed among their survey respondents. Since then, the 
concept of party identification became central to the study of modern electoral behavior.6  
One of the standard ANES questions asking respondents’ party identification is as 
follows: “Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent, or what?” If a respondent answered to be a Republican or a Democrat, that person 
is asked again if he or she would call himself or herself a strong Republican or Democrat, or a 
                                                          
5 The presidential voting studies led by Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at Columbia University's 
Bureau of Applied Social Research (Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld and 
McPhee 1954) and Angus Campbell and his colleagues at the emerging Survey Research Center at the 
University of Michigan (Campbell et al. 1960) shared an interest in and emphasis on the partisan - 
Democratic versus Republican bases of voting. However, Lazarsfeld's group (1954) focused on the more 
prevalent socio-economic bases of partisanship and the importance of interpersonal communication that 
reinforced the sociological influences on voting or provided new information on the current campaign.  
6 The surveys by the Michigan researchers – Angus Campbell, Phillip Converse, Warren Miller, and 
Donald Stokes – eventually became the ANES (American National Election Studies), which are the major 
resource for academic research on American electoral behavior. This project has surveyed the American 
public in every presidential election since 1952. I would like to express my thanks to the ANES and The 
Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research for providing access to these surveys. 
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not-very-strong Republican or Democrat. If a respondent answered to be independent, that 
person is asked again in a follow-up question, whether he or she thinks of himself or herself as 
closer to the Republican Party, Democratic Party, or neither party.7 These ANES questions 
measure the direction of partisanship (Republicans and Democrats) and the strength of 
partisanship (from independent to strong partisans). This yield a seven-category description of 
partisan orientations of Americans, uni-dimensionally ranging from the left to the right: Strong 
Democrats, Weak Democrats, Independent Democrats, Pure Independents, Independent 
Republicans, Weak Republicans, and Strong Republicans. 
Campbell, Gurin and Miller (1954) conceived of party identification as a long-term, 
affective, psychological attachment to a preferred political party. Indeed, in many instances it 
seemed like an inherited family trait, much like a religious attachment or other social identity.8 
These orientations were formed early in life, often before young people fully understood the 
content of these labels, and they largely endured through life, even as the politicians and parties 
changed (Hess and Torney 1967, Jennings and Niemi 1974).  
 Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes (1960), in their classical work, The American 
Voter, continuously describe such a partisan identity as a long-term, affective psychological 
                                                          
7 The Gallup Poll has also measured American partisanship for even longer than the ANES. The Gallup 
Poll developed a separate measure of partisan attachments and did not use random-area probability 
samples until the 1960s. The typical Gallup question asks: “As of today, do you regard yourself as a 
Republican, a Democrat, or an Independent in politics?” This is generally viewed as closer to immediate 
party preferences than the ANES question, because the “as of today” wording obtains a shorter-term 
version of party identification than the “generally speaking” phrase in the NES question (Borrelli, 
Lockerbie, and Niemi, 1987; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). Although Gallup doesn’t use the same wording of 
the partisanship question or the same scientific sampling methods as the ANES, the overall results and 
longitudinal trends are quite similar. 
8 Berelson and his colleagues (1954) in their book Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential 
Campaign, first showed that family, friend, co-workers, social class and religious background have a high 
impact on electorates’ vote choice using the term ‘heredity vote.’ This finding affected Michigan model in 
which family is the main source of partisanship. 
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attachment to a preferred political party. When they explain the process of people’s voting 
behavior, they used the term, “Funnel of causality.” At the wide end of the funnel, it starts with 
the factor of broad social conditions such as class, race, and region, which influence the basic 
values and group loyalties in the next factor that people formed in childhood and generally held 
all their lives. These early-formed attitudes and values in turn influenced people’s party 
identification in the next factor. Then, party identification affects people’s issue opinions and 
candidate ratings indirectly, and people’s vote choice directly. 
In addition, Campbell and his colleagues (1960) argue that the partisan preferences of 
Americans were relatively stable overtime, and the strength of party ties tended to increase with 
age and the repeated electoral experience of voting for one’s preferred party. They also argued 
that political parties functioned as suppliers of cues to voters when people evaluate the elements 
of politics like policy issues and candidate. Because much of national politics is removed from 
salience of average voters, they need accessible sources of information from which they can 
learn directly. Identification with a party raises a perceptual screen that respondents use to filter 
information. When presented with contradictory information, the respondent’s party allegiance 
will work to subdue the contradictory information. Because of this, party identification has a 
profound impact on electorate’s political behavior. The stronger a respondents’ sense of 
attachment to one of the political parties, the stronger their sense of political involvement. 
Philip Converse (1964) in his article, “The Nature of Belief System in Mass Publics,” 
argued that party identification is still the most important factor that influences vote choice, 
because most people do not think ideologically on the liberal-conservative continuum when they 
evaluate political events. Converse (1966) described partisanship as the basis for a “normal 
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vote,” that is, the voting outcome expected if voter decisions were based solely on standing 
partisan commitments. 
However, V. O. Key (1966) in his book, The Responsible Electorate, refuted Campbell 
and his colleagues’ arguments of The American Voter. Key (1966) argued that policy issues are 
more important than party identification in people’s vote choice although he admitted many 
voters have stable party attachments.  Key argued that voters often rely on retrospective images, 
so vote after evaluating the past real policy outcome according to reward-punishment theory. 
Afterword, Key's work affected Fiorina’s retrospective voting model. 
Gerald Pomper (1972, 1975) also showed that issue has been becoming more important 
in electoral behavior than partisanship since 1960. He emphasized that American voters have 
changed from the 1950s, so their partisanship is apparently more related to their opinions on 
policy issues. Thus, there was a clear substantive policy dimension to self-identified partisanship. 
Pomper (1977), in another article, “The Decline of the Party in American Elections,” showed 
that the number of party identifiers has decreased, while the number of self-identified 
independent voters has increased. He mentioned that it seems more accurate to describe the 
political party as little more than another private association or interest group. A political party 
attempts to influence elections, but it has only marginal effects as other interest groups or private 
associations. In elections, Pomper concluded that the parties are becoming only one of many 
actors, not the chief contestants. Thus, the relationship between partisanship and vote choice 
appeared to weaken. 
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Verba, Nie and Petrocik (1976) also overturned Campbell’s American Voter Model in 
their book, The Changing American Voter.9 The authors argued that issues became more 
important than party identification in the 1960s. They showed a decline in the number of party 
identifiers as the number of self-identified independent voters increased. Thus, they argued that 
party was less of an important vehicle for making decisions on candidates. They believed that 
American voters had changed because of new issues such as the Vietnam War, and civil rights, 
and new voters like young people, who are less likely to have party attachment. As such, voters 
have a more coherent ideological attitude and rely more on policy positions to determine who 
they vote for. More than at any time in the past forty years, voters’ partisanship in the 1960s has 
been weakening and were detached from political parties. As a result, according to the authors of 
The Changing American Voter, the proportion of independents has risen since 1964. People 
depend less and less on party labels in deciding their vote. 
Fiorina (1981) in his book, Retrospective Voting in American National Elections, also 
argued that citizens are primarily concerned with real policy outcome and evaluate them 
retrospectively. His model is based on a running tally of retrospective evaluations of party 
performances and promises. He argued that retrospective voting is based on expectation about 
future welfare, guided by evaluations of past policy outcomes. Fiorina focused on changes in 
temporal party identification. He does not directly link party identification with vote choice. He 
thought that party identification changes continuously, because party identification is 
instrumental between retrospective evaluation and real vote.  
                                                          
9 Smith (1989) in The Unchanging American Voter argued that methodological and data limitations raised 
questions about whether any significant change occurred in the 1960s concerning the public’s ideological 
thinking and the issue content of partisanship. Smith argued that “changes” in the 1960s and 1970s could 
have been artifacts of the differences in measurement because subsequent to The American Voter (1960), 
the National Election Study (NES) changed its question format.  
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When Miller and Shanks (1996) revisited The American Voter, and in their book, The 
New American Voter, they saw party identification as the most enduring of political attitudes, 
responsible for shaping a wide variety of attitudes and perceptions, such as choosing between 
candidates; almost the same position as Campbell and his colleagues’ take in the American Voter 
(1960).  
However, contrary to The American Voter, Miller and Shanks saw ideology as important. 
Then, they argued that partisanship had been weakened and voter turnout had been diminished, 
which was mainly contributed to by the young, post-New Deal generation. This closely 
resembles the argument of The Changing American Voter (1976). Miller and Shanks also found 
that new voters in 1968-1976 have weaker party attachments than new voters in other elections. 
The dramatic decline in partisan attachments was greatest among non-voters. There was also 
clear and dramatic evidence that voters who are least engaged by politics are the most volatile in 
their political attitudes, and also more likely to be independent.  
Bartels (2000) analyzed the changing importance of party identification in voting from 
1952 through 1996 in his article, “Partisanship and Voting Behavior, 1952-1996.” He found that 
impact of party identification had declined in the presidential votes in 1964 and 1972. However, 
the impact of partisan loyalties on voting behavior has increased since then in each of the six 
presidential elections, reaching a level in 1996 almost 80 percent higher than in 1972. Actually 
the impact of partisanship in 1996 presidential election was significantly higher than in any 
presidential election in at least 50 years. He also found the impact of partisanship on voting 
behavior in congressional elections has also increased markedly. He concluded that the argument 
that partisanship had been weakened in the U.S. was no longer valid. According to Barters 
(2000), the impact of party identification has increased in American politics at least since 1972. 
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After reviewing four decades of electoral research on partisanship, Weisberg and Greene 
(2003) concluded that party identification is the linchpin of our modern understanding of 
electoral democracy. It is likely to retain that crucial theoretical position, although we should 
move to a more contemporary understanding of the concept in terms of social identity theory and 
modern attitude theory (Weisberg and Greene, 2003, p.115). Parties are very central to the 
political process. Thus, the concept of party identification is very important because it affects 
voters’ various aspects of political behavior. As Campbell and his colleagues described 
partisanship as a “perceptual screen,” Weisberg and Greene (2003) argued that partisan identities 
also serve as an organizing device for the voters’ political evaluations and judgments. For 
instance, once a person becomes psychologically attached to a party, he or she tends to see 
politics from a partisan perspective. Being a Democratic identifier makes one more likely to be 
sympathetic to Democratic Party leaders and the policies they advocate, while being skeptical of 
the leaders and policies of the Republican Party.  
As Miller and Shanks did, Lewis-Beck and his colleagues (2008) also revisited a classic, 
The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960), the most influential volume in the investigation of 
political behavior. In their book, The American Voter Revisited, they replicated The American 
Voter, adhering as closely as possible to its theory, style, organization, and analysis. The only 
essential change was the data itself. They found that the original theories and interpretations of 
The American Voter still work. They argued that party identification serves as a source of cues 
for citizens to interpret complex politics, so it still strongly influences Americans’ political 
attitudes and voting behavior. According to Lewis-Beck and his colleagues, The American Voter 
paradigm still represents the most comprehensive and complete explanation of political behavior 
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in the United States although they admitted the American voter had changed over the past fifty 
years. 
Similar to Miller and Shanks’ The New American Voter, Bafumi and Shapiro (2009) also 
argued that American politics and electorates are different from those described in The American 
Voter, as they observed current debates regarding ‘partisan polarization’. After analyzing the 
ANES data from 1952 to 2004, they argued that today’s political partisanship is substantively 
different from partisanship of the past, though partisanship is still important. During the 1960s 
and 1970s, the American electorate became less bound by past partisan loyalties of their parents. 
These changes have given way to an electorate that is more strongly driven by liberal-
conservative ideological concerns. Political partisanship today is more connected to salient 
policy issues and liberal-conservative ideological identification than it was at least as far back as 
the 1970s. Bafumi and Shapiro found that this partisanship has voters more strongly anchored 
than ever before by left-right ideological thinking. This ideology is still steeped in economic 
issues, but it has become increasingly rooted in social and racial issues and religious values.  
In summary, most scholars generally agree that party identification is a basic and 
essential element in the research on electoral behavior. Although some authors, such as Fiorina 
(1981), Pomper (1977), and Verba, Nie and Petrocik (1976), argue that ideological policy and 
issues are more important than party identification in electorates’ voting behavior, they cannot 
deny the importance of party identification, because partisanship can be used as “perceptual 
screen” (Campbell et al., 1960), when voters evaluate issues and candidates. Also, partisanship 
can functions as the ultimate cost-saving device (Fiorina, 1990). Partisan cues are an efficient 
decisional shortcut because people can use their partisan identities to decide what policies to 
support and oppose and to evaluate candidate. As such, the party identification can affect voters’ 
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final vote choice. Therefore, the extent of partisanship is an important political variable, and 
changes in these feelings over time may affect the functioning of party-based democracy.  
In short, party identification is the single most important question to ask in an election 
survey, because it has such broad effects on individual political attitude and electoral behavior. 
Party identification will affect voters’ evaluation of party performances and candidates. Also, 
voters will rely on their party identification when they vote. However, what if the number of 
voters who are declining any party affiliation and identifying themselves as independents are 
continuously increasing? If a voter, who doesn’t have any partisanship, has to vote, what can 
affect their voting behavior? Because many independents do not have strong partisan ties, it will 
be difficult for independents to use partisanship as their perceptual screen or cost-saving cue 
when they vote. Although party identification is an essential element in the research on electoral 
behavior, if the share of independents among electorates is not small or even increasing, it cannot 
explain Americans’ voting behavior as well as it did before. There should be other factors to 
affect independents’ electoral behavior and voting decision. What are they? 
Therefore, now I am more curious about whether the share of independents among 
electorates is increasing in the U.S., whether the elite partisan polarization affects independents’ 
political attitudes and participation, and what factors can have most effect on independents’ 
voting behavior, and so on. In the next chapter, I will more focus on independent voters, and 
introduce some controversies regarding independent voters.  
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CHAPTER 3 
CONTROVERSIES ABOUT THE INDEPENDENT VOTER 
 
Most scholars have agreed that party identification is one of the most important concepts 
in understanding modern electoral behavior. Also, most scholars understand partisans such as 
Democrats and Republicans in a same way that partisans will be more affected by their 
partisanship than any other factor when they vote. Regarding independents, however, there are 
different views among scholars. The most common skepticism of independents focuses on real 
characteristics of independent leaners. Many scholars are still doubtful whether independent 
leaners are real independents. The critics argue that only the “pure independents” truly lack 
partisan attachments, for when they examine independent leaners’ voting decisions, independent 
leaners are actually the same as partisans with partisan attachments. As such, they argue that 
even if the portion of independents has increased, it is not a problem because most of 
independents, particularly independent leaners, are actually hidden partisans. However, other 
scholars argue that independent leaners are also independents, and that independents should be 
seen and treated as the independents they initially self-identified as. Why do these scholars think 
about independents differently?  
In this chapter, I will explore some controversial questions about independent voters. 
First, I would like to introduce some scholars’ arguments about the methodological problems in 
the American National Election Studies’ survey questions that ask party identification 
unidimensionally. Then, I will explore the controversy about whether independent leaners are 
hidden partisans or not. Next, I will introduce a discussion of whether independents are really 
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increasing in the United States. Finally, I will discuss whether independents are beneficial to our 
democratic society or whether increasing independents are harmful to our electoral democracy. 
 
1) How can we measure independents correctly? 
Although there is scholarly consensus that the unidimensional version of party 
identification fits current politics adequately (Fiorina 1981), some scholars such as Herbert 
Weisberg (1980) and Jack Dennis (1988, 1992) have questioned whether party identification 
should be considered only unidimensional. Unidimensional party identification means that party 
identification ranges from strong Democrats at the left end to strong Republican at the right end. 
Thus, independents are located in the middle on left-right party identification spectrum.  
Weisberg (1980) was the first to argue that party identification should be measured multi-
dimensionally. He pointed out that independence and strength of partisanship have been 
measured by the same question in the surveys of Michigan National Election Studies. However, 
these are separate concepts that should be measured separately. After separating strength of 
partisanship and strength of independence in his research model, Weisberg showed new findings 
about independents. This perspective is different from that of The American Voter model. First, 
people who consider themselves both party supporters and independents are unusually more 
interested in the campaign, more vocal about the candidates, more likely to vote in the fall 
election, and more voted in past presidential elections, and more educated in comparison to those 
who consider themselves neither party supporters nor independents. Second, strong independents 
are more interested in the campaign, more likely to talk about the candidates, more likely to 
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expect to vote in the fall election, and more likely to have voted in the past than weak 
independents and non-independents. 
Most of all, Weisberg’s findings about the relationship between independents and 
education are contrary to the views of scholars, such as Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 
(1960) of the University of Michigan Election Studies. When the Michigan National Election 
Studies first began to study partisanship, Campbell and his colleagues (1960) found that 
independents were not more educated than partisans. However, this relationship changed 
dramatically when Weisberg (1980) examined the strength of independence separately. Strong 
independents are better-educated than weak independents and non-independents. Therefore, 
Weisberg concluded that party identification should be measured multi-dimensionally, meaning 
that our entire understanding of independence must be revised. 
Since then, Jack Dennis (1988, 1992) has focused more on methods of measuring 
independents and characteristics of independents. Dennis published three articles in sequence: 
“Political Independence in America, part I” (1988), “Political Independence in America, part II” 
(1988), and “Political Independence in America, part III” (1992). In the first article, Dennis 
(1988) suggested alternative ways to measure independence to reassess the phenomenon of 
independence in America since the mid-1960s. He argued that not partisans, but independent 
partisan supporters - namely independent leaners - are the most politically involved voters. Then, 
Dennis (1988), in the second theoretical article, showed that there are four meanings of 
independence: (1) negative feelings about major political parties and partisanship, (2) positive 
identification with ideals of independence, (3) neutrality or indifference because of no detectable 
party differences of significance, and (4) a self-perceived pattern of variability in partisan 
behavior.  
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Four years later, Dennis (1992), in the third article, explored the application of four 
criteria to independent leaners, most suspected of being “undercover partisans.” Then, he found 
that independent leaners, on the criteria of political involvement and partisan commitment, are 
most like strong partisans. However, on the criteria of independence attitudes and affective 
response to the substantive content of elections, independent leaners are not like strong partisans. 
Similar to Weisberg (1980), Dennis (1988, 1992) also indicated some methodological problems 
of measuring party identifications unidimensionally, and then suggested an alternative way to 
measure independents multi-dimensionally. 
However, Keith and his co-authors (1992), in the book The Myth of the Independent 
Voter, argued that the traditional method of the National Election Studies measuring party 
identification has no severe problems. Instead, they criticized Michigan scholars’ combining 
pure independents and independent leaners. Keith and colleagues argued that independent 
leaners should be considered as partisans - not independents. They found that leaners display 
more party loyalty than weak partisans. Thus they concluded that leaners are in fact partisan. 
Therefore, although the proportion of independents increased since the Vietnam War and 
Watergate, Keith and colleagues argue that there has been no decline in the power of party 
identification to predict voting choices in presidential elections. Most of the increase in 
independents has occurred among independent leaners - namely the covert, closet, and hidden 
partisans. As such, the authors maintained that party identification should remain a central 
concept in the study of individual political behavior and that the traditional method of measuring 
party identification is still valid. 
Zoltan Hajnal and Taeku Lee (2011), in their book, Why Americans Don’t Join the Party, 
argued that party identification should be reconfigured as a two-dimensional space, where one 
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axis captures citizen’s attitudes toward political parties and the other measuring citizen’s 
attitudes toward political independence. As Weisberg (1980) and Dennis (1988) claimed, Hajnal 
and Lee also challenged the conventional wisdom that independents hold ideological views that 
are in the “middle of the road”- or at the midpoint of the scale. However, Hajnal and Lee 
suggested slightly different perspectives, focusing more on race and ethnicity. Hajnal and Lee 
argued that consideration must also be given to the ethnic and racial diversity when the partisan 
preferences of Americans are explained. This is because ethnic and racial diversity has 
transformed the electorate over the last 50 years since the Michigan model of partisanship.  
Thus, Hajnal and Lee (2011) contend that “information uncertainty, ideological 
ambivalence, and identity formation” are critical in shaping the partisan preferences - or non-
preferences - of individuals (p.22-24). For example, immigrant groups whose parents were not 
born in the United States, such as Latinos and Asian Americans, are more likely to identify as 
independents. This is a “rationally skeptical” response to an unfamiliar political environment, 
especially if their ideological beliefs do not fit nicely into the linear, unidimensional, left-right 
framework that characterizes American politics.10  
Dalton (2013) also argued that the contemporary electorate is different in many important 
ways from the electorate of the 1950s that provided the basis for the classic The American Voter. 
Many of the basic relationships between partisan attitudes and behaviors persist, but the 
characteristics of the electorate have changed in ways that affect the outcomes of these 
                                                          
10 Hajnal and Lee (2011, Chapter 6) explored three questions. Why so many Americans - in particular, 
Latinos and Asians - fail to develop ties to either major party? Why African Americans feel locked into a 
particular party? And why some White Americans are shut out by ideologically-polarized party 
competition? Through extensive analysis, the authors demonstrate that when the Democratic and 
Republican parties fail to raise political awareness, to engage deeply held political convictions, or to 
affirm primary group attachments, nonpartisanship becomes a rationally adaptive response. 
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relationships. Thus, in addition to party identification, Dalton suggested a new method of 
measuring partisanship more specifically after emphasizing two elements: education and 
interests. Instead of separating leaners and independents, he separated those who are more 
educated and interested from those who are less among independents. According to Dalton, the 
combination of both education and interest produces citizens who are significantly better at 
following politics and reaching their own political decisions. Therefore, instead of using the 
classical party identification scales, Dalton created a Cognitive-Partisan Index in which people 
are categorized according to whether they have a partisan identity or not and according to their 
level of cognitive mobilization such as education and interest in politics. This yields four groups 
such as “apolitical independents,” “ritual partisans,” “apartisans,” and “cognitive partisans.”  
According to respondents’ level of education and interests, Dalton separated partisans 
into two groups including “ritual partisans,” who are less educated and not so interested in 
politics, and “cognitive partisans,” who are better educated and very interested in politics. He 
also separated independents into two groups including “apolitical independents,” who are less 
educated and less interested in politics and “apartisans,” who are better educated and more 
interested in politics. Cognitive partisans are the same as partisans originally described by 
Campbell and his coauthors in The American Voter. Apolitical independents are also the same as 
independents described in The American Voter. They are neither attached to a political party nor 
cognitively sophisticated. Members of this group should be less sophisticated politically, less 
concerned about the political issues and candidates of the day, and less likely to vote. However, 
ritual partisans are different from The American Voter description. Although they are partisans, 
they are less interested in politics and participate less in politics. Conversely, apartisans are 
political independents, but they are better-educated and have the skills and resources necessary to 
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orient themselves to politics without depending on party labels. They are interested in politics 
and may participate in elections, but they are less supportive of party-based politics.  
Although the concept of party identification remains a key element in our understanding 
of electoral behavior, Dalton concluded that the electorate described by Campbell and his 
colleagues no longer exists. Particularly, independents’ social and political characteristics have 
changed over time. Instead of the politically disengaged independents of the 1950s, he argued 
that today’s independents are mostly interested in politics and are highly educated. Although 
these new independents are often better educated and more interested in politics, they have not 
developed the partisan allegiances of their parents’ generation. In addition, they are often cynical 
about both political parties and the current system of party competition.  
 
2) Are Independent Leaners Hidden Partisans? 
Leaners are the people who answer “Independent” to the initial party identification 
question and then answer the follow-up question by saying that they consider themselves closer 
to one party or the other. These leaners are also called the “independent leaners,” “leaning 
independents,” “partisan independents,” or “independent Republicans,” and “independent 
Democrats.” Among independents, those who continue to deny any partisan inclinations are 
called “Pure Independents.” According to Keith et al. (1992), nearly two-thirds of those who 
initially label themselves independents concede that they are closer to one or the other party in 
the second follow-up question. 
After Dennis (1988) first showed that independent leaners are the most politically 
involved voters, Keith and his colleagues (1992), the authors of The Myth of the Independent 
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Voter, examined and compared the pure independents’ voting behavior to independent leaners’ 
voting behavior. The authors contended that pure independents usually vote for the winner (1976 
was an exception), but the tendency is very weak. However, leaners display an impressive 
tendency to vote for the candidate of the party they feel closer to; indeed, in presidential 
elections they are generally more loyal to their party than weak partisans. Because leaners vote in 
a more partisan manner than weak partisans, Keith and his colleagues concluded that leaners are 
not independent or neutral but partisan. The authors argued the leaners should be seen as 
partisans rather than as independents, because they were supposedly hiding under the cloak of 
independence while actually favoring a specific party,  
Keith and his colleagues criticize the Michigan scholars and other scholars for suffering 
from the same mistake: combining independent leaners and pure independents. They claimed 
that leaners should not belong to independents category because there is a wide disparity in the 
political interest and involvement of pure independents and leaners. Pure independents are 
consistently the least interested, informed, and active of any partisan classification. In contrast, 
independent leaners are not only more interested and involved than pure independents but also 
as, or more interested and involved than weak partisans. Therefore, Keith and his colleagues 
argue that leaners should be placed in the same category as partisans. Thus, weak partisans and 
leaners should be combined together instead of combining leaners and pure independents. 
A recent reassessment repeats this claim in the article, “The Myth of the Independent 
Voter Revisited,” in which Magleby, Nelson, and Westlye (2011) found that basic characteristics 
and voting behavior of independents are almost the same as Keith and his colleagues’ findings. 
Thus, they argued that only pure independents are the only volatile group of independents, which 
is consistently a small fraction of the electorate. They concluded that the myth of the 
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independents still exists and that most independents are not uncommitted. Independent leaners 
are largely hidden partisans, closet Democrats or Republicans.  
If independent leaners are practically partisans as Dennis and Keith and his colleagues 
argued, why do they hide their partisanship and answer that they are independents to the first 
survey question? The critics claim that because it has become more fashionable to say one is 
independent, some partisans claim to be independent and then display their true party loyalties 
when asked if they lean toward a particular party. John Petrocik (2009) in his article “Party 
Identification: Leaners Are Not Independents,” states that “A reluctance to confess a party 
preference is nothing more than a reflection of the inclination of Americans to prefer to think of 
themselves as independent-minded and inclined to judge things on the merit.” Thus, Petrocik 
also argued that leaners are not true independents but hidden partisans.  
However Miller (1991) and Miller and Shanks (1996) in The New American Voter 
contend that the leaners should be seen as independents. This is how they are treated in political 
surveys that ask people if they are Republicans, Democrats, or Independents without a follow-up 
question asking if they are closer to one party or the other. Thus, Miller and Shanks do not 
include leaners in partisanship category because they initially denied a “temporally extended 
self-identity.” According to the authors, leaners such as independent Democrat or independent 
Republican do not fit with the psychological component of party identification and they are more 
likely to be influenced by short-term considerations. One argument supporting this position is 
that leaners do not turn out to vote at elections at the same high rate that strong and weak 
partisans vote. Leaners may vote like partisans, but that may be because they answer the follow-
up question with the party they are inclined to vote for at the next election (Lewis-Beck et al. 
2008, p.130). 
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Dalton (2013) also criticized the argument that leaners are concealed partisans. Dalton 
contended that we should accept independents the way they answered the first question, which 
asks for respondents’ party identification. He argued we should first think about how people 
might be answering the partisanship question in order to guide our analyses and interpretation. 
The stem of the partisanship question is phrased to elicit an identity with a party: “Do you 
consider yourself a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or What?” Dalton identified the 
separation of pure independents and leaners with a second question, which is more ambiguous: 
“Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic Party?” According to 
Dalton, the second follow-up question is actually interpreted by respondents as “which party’s 
candidate do you feel closer to in the current election?” So, respondents may answer their current 
voting preference to the second follow-up question. Thus, if a respondent answered he or she is 
leaning to the Democratic Party to the second question, it means that he or she likes a 
Democratic candidate in the current election although he or she is politically independent and has 
no party preference.  
Although we cannot penetrate the line of thinking of the people who answered initially 
independent but responded that they leaned toward a party in the second follow-up question, we 
can illustrate the variability of independent leaners by examining how different partisan groups 
change their responses over time. Dalton analyzed the 2004 ANES survey data that was of 
people previously surveyed in the 2000 election. In both years, the individuals were asked the 
standard party identification question. To examine the stability of party identity, Dalton tracked 
whether each of the seven partisan groups in 2000 had changed their partisanship by 2004. As 
the party identification theory would predict, he found that strong partisans of both camps had 
very stable loyalties. Less than 5 percent of strong Democrats or strong Republicans changed 
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party loyalty across these two elections, and only a small percentage changed to become pure 
independents. Weak partisans were also very stable in their party loyalties, with less than 10 
percent switching parties.  
However, Dalton found that there is a bigger difference in independent leaners. Between 
these two elections in 2000 and 2004, about 20 percent of leaners in 2000 switched to an 
opposing party. Plus, in 2004, an additional 10 percent became pure independents. Nearly a third 
of independent leaners changed their partisan leanings within 4 years, which is markedly higher 
than the shift among weak and strong partisans. This indicates that leaners are not simply 
partisans hiding under the cloak of independence but are a more volatile electorates, especially 
when compared to weak or strong partisans. Regarding pure independents, in 2004, around 40 
percent of pure independents remained pure independents. Furthermore, in 2004, a majority 
(60%) of pure independents began leaning toward one party or the other. In other words, nearly 
two-thirds of pure independents in 2000 still retained a core identity as an independent while 
saying they lean either toward the Democrats or the Republicans. Therefore, Dalton’s analysis 
shows that independents, including leaners, are the most volatile group in the American 
electorate. Since these leanings shift over time, some critics argue that leaners look like party 
voters at any one point in time. However, they will look different when their party preferences 
change in the next election. Because leaners change their party preference many times in the next 
election, leaners are not hidden partisans but actually independents who do not have enduring 
partisan allegiances. Therefore, we can conclude that independents who respond to the second 
follow-up question are telling that they are just following their short-term voting preferences not 
their party identity. 
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According to Dalton’s logic, if independents vote or if independents are asked which 
party they are closer to, they have to choose between parties even though they identify 
themselves as independents. Furthermore, when the next election comes, they may lean in the 
same direction, toward another party, or toward pure independence. Similarly, even a large 
number of pure independents in one election is likely to express a partisan leaning in the next 
election as election preferences change. This lack of enduring party loyalties makes independents 
fluid voters. This fluidity also explains why their current voting patterns appear more congruent 
with their leanings – their leanings often reflect current party support. (Dalton 2013, p.23-24). 
Thus, it can be misleading and incorrect if we consider independent leaners in the same category 
as partisans merely because leaners, like partisans, choose their leaning party’s candidate in the 
current election. Therefore, Dalton argues, we have to accept independent leaners as 
independents who do not have any enduring party loyalties. 
In summary, some scholars such as Dennis (1988) and Keith and his coauthors (1992) 
argue that independent leaners are the same as partisans when they examined leaners’ voting 
behavior. However, others such as Miller and Shanks (1996) and Dalton (2013) contend that 
independent leaners are in fact independents. Leaning independents are individuals who 
primarily think of themselves as independent of a political party while also expressing their 
support for the party they currently favor when asked. If independents answered that they feel 
close to a party in the follow-up question, it just shows their preference in the current election 
rather than their stable party loyalties.   
On balance, I find the arguments by Miller and Shanks (1996) and Dalton (2013) more 
persuasive, and prefer to treat leaners as independents. This is because independent leaners 
identified themselves as independent in the first question asking their party identity, and they are 
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most fluid voters whose self-party identification and voting choice have been changed over time 
more than is the case for partisans.  However, because treating leaners as partisans remains a 
widespread practice among political scientists, I will consider both operational approaches to 
measuring independence and compare the results at various points in subsequent chapters. 
 
3) Are Independents Rising?  
As we saw in the previous literature review, party identification is a key element to study 
and understand American electoral behaviors. If the concept of partisanship is essential in our 
understanding of modern electoral behavior, then the debate over whether independents are 
increasing and whether partisan ties are weakening is also important for understanding the 
American public and their electoral behavior. In this section, I will explore whether independents 
are on the rise and whether political parties are on the decline in the United States. There are 
various views on partisan change. 
In their study of 1950s elections, the researchers of the Michigan model conceived of 
partisanship as a long-term, affective, psychological attachment to preferred political party. This 
is similar to an inherited family trait or a religious attachment. Thus, they saw partisanship was 
relatively stable overtime. However, when the Civil Rights movement, the Vietnam War 
protests, the Watergate scandal, and other emerging left-right ideological conflicts occurred, the 
public trust in political parties and the number of party identifiers decreased (Miller and Levetin, 
1976, Converse 1976, Nie, Verba and Petrocik 1979). Furthermore, there was partisan 
realignment in the South, as Democratic identities among many white voters conflicted with the 
policies of the Democratic Party nationally, particularly on issues related to race.  
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According to ANES data, independents have increased from around 20 percent in the 
1960s to 38 percent in 1976. Because the Ronald Reagan administration was aware of these 
trends, it tried to restore public faith in politics, and both parties tried to revitalize party support. 
As a result, partisanship held steady, and between 1976 and 1996, the proportion of independents 
remained stable. However, since 1996, the percentage of independents has grown again, and in 
2000, there are more independents than Democrats or Republicans.11  
Although the ANES data shows that between the 1960s and 1990s the number of 
independents has increased, some scholars claim that evidence of declining partisan attachments 
is actually not true. One argument holds that people say they are independent of any party while 
simultaneously feeling an enduring attachment to one party because of a changing political 
climate. For example, Keith and his colleagues (1992) argued that partisan attachments have not 
weakened and party identification is still strong factor to predict vote choices in presidential 
elections. This is because most of the overall growth in independents comes from those who say 
they lean toward the Democrats or Republicans. Although there has been the rise in the ranks of 
independents since the war in Vietnam and Watergate, only independent leaners have increased, 
not pure independents. Independent leaners are those who answered they are independents in the 
first question but they admit they are closer to one of the parties in the second probing question. 
                                                          
11  The Gallup Poll has measured American partisanship for even longer than the ANES. The Gallup Poll 
developed a separate measure of partisan attachments and did not use random-area probability samples 
until the 1960s. Although Gallup doesn’t use the same wording of the partisanship question or the same 
scientific sampling methods as the ANES, the longitudinal trends are quite similar. Independents 
comprised less than a quarter of the public from 1944 until 1964, but then there was a marked increase in 
the percentage of independents until the 1976 election. The Gallup trend shows the same plateauing 
pattern after 1976, although there is an increasing numbers of independents in the last decade. Gallup 
reported that 41 percent of Americans were independents at the time of the 2010 elections. Trend data 
from the General Social Survey follow the same general direction, with the percentage of nonpartisans 
growing from 26 percent in 1972 to a full 45 percent in the 2010 survey. (Dalton 2013, p.19). 
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The authors showed that independent leaners’ voting behaviors are almost the same as partisans. 
Thus, they argued that independent leaners should be seen as partisans, not independents, so 
independent leaners should be combined with weak partisans rather than with pure independents. 
When leaners are combined with weak partisans, the proportion of the real independent in the 
American electorate is quite small and not substantially increased. Therefore, they argued the 
decrease in the percentage of party identifiers through the 1980s was a myth. Many partisans 
were supposedly hiding under the cloak of independence while actually favoring a specific party. 
Because only independent leaners, who are masked partisans, have increased, they concluded 
that independents have not increased, and; therefore, partisanship has actually not weakened in 
the United States. 
Magleby and his colleagues (2011) repeated Keith and his colleagues’ claim that the 
myth of the independents still exists. Independents’ basic characteristics and their voting 
behavior has not changed since Keith and his authors’ findings. Most independents, in particular, 
independent leaners are largely hidden partisans, closet Democrats or Republicans. Pure 
independents are the only volatile group of independents, which is a consistently small fraction 
of the electorate. Therefore, they also argued that true independents have not increased, and that 
the political parties have not declined in the United States. 
Moreover, Hetherington (2001) argued that parties in the electorate have rebounded 
significantly since the 1980s and that the party decline thesis is in need of revision. Political 
parties in the 1990s became far more important than in the 1970s and 1980s although they are 
not as central to Americans as they were in the 1950s. Americans in the 1990s were more likely 
to think about one party positively and one negatively and, less likely to feel neutral toward 
either party. Thus, the American electorate became more partisan and more polarized along party 
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lines. Hetherington contends that greater ideological polarization in Congress has clarified public 
perceptions of party ideology, which has produced a more partisan electorate. Therefore, he 
concluded that Americans’ partisanship has been on the rise since the 1980s. 
Furthermore, Kaufmann, Petrocik and Shaw (2008) in their book, Unconventional 
Wisdom: Facts and Myths about American Voters (2008) also emphasizes that partisan ties 
among the majority of Americans are still strong and the impact of partisanship on political 
behavior has been continued. According to the authors, party identification plays an enduring 
important role in the American electoral politics. While American voters are often quick to assert 
their political independence, the authors demonstrated there is a continuing strong relationship 
between self-reported partisan identification and political behavior. This is because Kaufmann 
and his colleagues also considered independent leaners as partisans, not independents. Although 
weak partisans and leaners are more swayed by short-term electoral forces than are self-
professed strong partisans, they argued that overall partisanship remains so robust that it 
effectively stymies third party movements in the United States. 
Abramowitz (2010) in his book, The Disappearing Center, presented evidence 
concerning trends and variations in political engagement in the American public over time. He 
showed that political engagement among the public – such as interest in politics, awareness of 
party positions and participation in the electoral process – has increased and reached its highest 
level in 2008. He argued that politically engaged partisans now display more consistent views 
across a range of issues than in the past. Democratic identifiers are increasingly clustered on the 
left side of the ideological spectrum and Republican identifiers on the right. As a result, 
partisanship and ideology have become much more closely related and the overall distribution of 
ideological preferences among the public, especially among the politically engaged, has shifted 
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from a unimodal distribution toward a bimodal distribution, with Democrats on the left and 
Republican on the right. Therefore, the center - median voters or independent voters - are 
disappearing. These growing partisan-ideological divisions resulted in a substantial increase in 
party line voting and a substantial decrease in ticket splitting. Voters today are much less likely 
to defect from their party in presidential or congressional elections than in the past because their 
partisan and ideological orientations are more consistent than in the past. Considering leaners as 
partisans, Abramowitz concluded that due to the political polarization, partisanship is 
strengthening and independents are weakening in American politics. 
According to scholars arguing that leaners are hidden partisans, they distrust independent 
leaners’ answer to the first survey question asking their self-party identification. This is because 
independent leaners later admit they are a little closer to one party in the second follow-up 
questions and vote in the same way as partisans. Thus, these scholars think that leaners tried to 
hide their partisanship, but leaners are in fact partisans. Because mostly leaners among 
independents have increased, they argue that partisanship has not been weakening. Also, the 
impact of party identification on voting behavior is still the most important factor in the 
American electoral behavior. 
On the contrary, Nie, Verba and Petrocik (1976), in the book, The Changing American 
Voter, argued partisanship has been weakening since the 1960s. They explained some sources of 
declining party connection. First, fewer citizens have a steady and strong psychological 
identification with a party. From 1964 to 1974, the proportion of strong identifiers drops while 
proportion of independents rises. Second, party affiliation is less of a guide to electoral choice. 
People depend less and less on party labels in deciding their vote. Third, defection rates for 
offices from president to local increases dramatically from 1952 to 1972. Fourth, straight ticket 
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voting has dropped as well as the proportion of those with positive things to say about one or 
both parties. Fifth, young voters who enter the electorate are less likely to have party attachment. 
Miller and Shanks (1996) in the book, The New American Voter, also contended that 
political parties were on the decline while independents were on the increase. Contrary to Keith 
and his colleagues, Miller and Shanks (1996) do not include leaners in partisanship category 
because they initially deny a “temporally extended self-identity.” Thus, it makes it look like a 
substantial portion of the American electorate are independents, who are also increasing. In 
addition, the authors indicated party identification and voter turnout has been declining together 
for three decades. They explained that this decline is due to a function of generational 
replacement. By the late 1980’s, as the pre-New Deal political generation began dying off, they 
were replaced by the post-New Deal generation who came of political age during a time of 
strong political turmoil in the 1960s. This gradual replacement had effect on declining 
partisanship and declining turnout between the 1960s and the 1970s. There are more 
independents among Post-New Deal than New Deal, and more independents among New Deal 
than Pre-New Deal. Generational transformation was responsible for reduced voter turnout even 
among those with a party identity. The number of independents has increased with generational 
replacement. Independents are less likely to vote than partisans. Thus, it seems more persuasive 
to argue that partisanship has declined in American politics, because independents increases and 
voter turnout decreases.  
Although Miller and Shanks (1996) admitted the process of dealignment was halted and 
even reversed after 1976 until 1988, they showed general indications of a weakening of 
partisanship because of a generational effect. The oldest cohorts had the strongest partisan 
attachments, while the younger cohorts, who replaced them, had weaker partisan attachments. 
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New voters from 1968 to 1976 had weaker attachments than new voters in other elections. 
According to them, it is reasonable to conclude that overall, the post-New Deal generation 
contributed massively to the diminishing partisanship and voter turnout. Dramatic decline in 
partisan attachments was greatest among non-voters. 
Wattenberg (1998), in his book, The Decline of American Political Parties, 1952-1996, 
gave attention to the weakening of partisan ties and the growth of the ranks of independents since 
1952 through 1996. The 1992 data of National Election Studies showed nonpartisans 
outnumbered both Republicans and Democrats. Thus, Wattenberg argued that political parties 
have become less important in the American politics. According to him, the decline of 
partisanship is a result of a growing neutrality or indifference in the electorate’s perceptions of 
the parties rather than active voter hostility towards the parties. As the salience of candidates has 
increased and the images of parties have become progressively divested of content, as a vote 
predictor, party identification has become less useful.   
According to Wattenberg, one of the most crucial functions of political parties is turning 
out the vote. However, voter turnout in 1996 was the lowest since 1924. Political parties’ 
inability to mobilize more than half of the eligible electorate indicates their declining importance 
to voters. Therefore, Wattenberg argued that the decline of American political parties must be 
considered to be an ongoing phenomenon until citizens support the parties more by showing up 
to cast votes for their candidates. 
Although Wattenberg recognized that the steady growth in voter neutrality (from 1952 to 
1980) was slightly reversed in 1984 and 1988, he still contended that over 30 percent of eligible 
voters remained "neutral toward both parties despite the outward signs of party revitalization.” 
(Wattenberg 1998, p155). Wattenberg also criticized The Myth of the Independent Voter (Keith 
50 
 
et al.1992) and updated the analysis with data from 1992 election studies. Keith and his 
colleagues argued that most independents are largely closet Democrats and Republicans, and 
there has been little change over time in the proportion of the presidential vote explained by the 
party identification measure. However, Wattenberg indicated the percentage of voters who 
reported voting for different parties for president increased from 29 percent in 1952 to 57 percent 
in 1980. Wattenberg contends that party affiliation is not as important as it used to be because he 
cannot find a consistently high level of straight-ticket voting over time. According to 
Wattenberg, the crucial weakness of Keith and his coauthors is their focus on a single voting 
decision in each presidential election year. Examining a wider spectrum of voting choices reveals 
a clear decline over time in the relevance of partisanship (Wattenberg 1998, p.177). 
Wattenberg and Dalton (2000) in Parties without Partisans argued again that individual 
partisanship has weakened since people have become politically self-sufficient over time due to 
higher education and more availability of information about politics. Dalton and Wattenberg 
indicated the major sources of the party decline in the United States are more split-ticket voting, 
more variability across elections, and more candidate-centered campaigns which are driven 
largely by open primaries and TV campaigning.12 
                                                          
12 According to Dalton and Wattenberg (2000), and Clarke and Stewart (1998), this trend of weakening 
partisanship has subsequently appeared in most other established democracies. In most advanced 
industrial democracies, fewer people today express party attachments than they did in the first election 
surveys done in each nation. Dalton (2004) compiled trends from nineteen advanced industrial 
democracies. Among these nineteen nations, the percentage expressing partisan attachments had 
decreased in seventeen cases. If we focus on the strength of partisanship, it had decreased in all nineteen 
nations. In nations as diverse as Austria, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and Sweden, the pattern was the 
same: the partisan attachments of the public weakened during the latter half of the twentieth century. 
Similarly, Clarke and Stewart (1998) examined the decline in more depth in three nations – Britain, 
Canada, and the United States – and found combinations of decreasing percentages of strong party 
identifiers, increasing numbers of independents and non-identifiers, and increasing individual-level 
instability in party identifications. According to Dalton and Weldon (2005), the decline in partisanship 
among Americans over the past several decades falls about in the middle of the results for other 
established democracies. 
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Similarly, Lewis-Beck and his colleagues in their book, The American Voter Revisited 
(2008), argued that party support normally ebbs and flows between elections, but after the 1964 
election, the number of Americans who expressed a partisan identity began to decline 
substantially. There was a partial pause from this in the 1980s, but the downward slide started 
again in the 1990s. In particular, southern whites left the Democratic Party during the Civil 
Rights movement, and became more independents because they were not yet ready to call 
themselves Republicans. Plus, young people were dissatisfied with both parties’ positions on the 
Vietnam War. The Watergate scandal of the early 1970s led to further disenchantment with the 
parties. (Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). Thus, these anti-partisan environment increased the share of 
independents. 
However, some scholars are still skeptical of the weakening partisanship because they 
think people too easily express their independence with a simple response in a public opinion 
survey. Thus, McGhee and Krimm (2009) conducted a more rigorous test of partisanship using 
voter registration records. In most states, people identify themselves as a Democrat, a 
Republican, a member of another party, or an independent (or decline to state a party preference) 
when they register to vote. Registering as a partisan is important because it typically is required 
to vote in the party primaries to select candidates for the general election. Thus, there is a strong 
incentive to express support for a party so as not to be excluded from primary candidate 
selection. 
McGhee and Krimm (2009) in their article, “Party Registration and Geography of Party 
Polarization,” uncovered patterns in national-level registration records for twenty-one states. 
Tracking the change in registration patterns from 1968 until 2008, they found a steady 2 percent 
increase in the percentage of nonpartisan registrations over each four-year electoral cycle. 
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Consequently, the total percentage of nonpartisan registrations more than doubled between 1968 
and 2008. In other words, the percentage of Americans registering as nonpartisans continued to 
increase even after the survey-based party identification plateau of 1976-1992. A possible reason 
is new voters are expressing their independence as they register for the first time. People are not 
just telling pollsters they are independents but also they are saying this to the registrar of voters. 
According to Dalton (2013), the increase of nonpartisan registration is more convincing evidence 
to demonstrate that partisanship has weakened in American politics. This is because people 
increasingly register themselves as nonpartisans even at the potential cost of disenfranchising 
themselves from primary elections.  
Dalton (2013) defined dealignment as a period during which the party-affiliated portion 
of the electorate shrinks.13 He argued that fewer people today identify with a political party in the 
United States. After analyzing the six-decade (1950s – 2000s) time series data of National 
Election Studies, he showed evidence of dealignment that electorates’ self-identification with 
either of the two major parties reached a historic low in the 2004-2008 elections. In the 
Eisenhower era, 1952-1960, only 25 percent of the public lacked party identification, but in 2008 
40 percent of the public was independent. He contends that a substantial dealigned segment of 
the public is the new reality of American electoral politics. (Dalton 2013, p.182) 
While some scholars argue that dealignment has not occurred and earlier decrease in 
partisanship have been reversed in recent elections, Dalton contends that these claims often arise 
                                                          
13 Dalton, Beck, and Flanagan (1984) understands the term ‘dealignment’ in their article “Electoral 
Change in Advanced Industrial Democracies,” in Electoral Change in Advanced Industrial Democracies: 
Realignment or Dealignment, eds. Dalton, Beck, and Flanagan as a period during which the party-
affiliated portion of the electorate shrinks. In addition, Ronald Inglehart and Avram Hochstein (1972) 
define dealignment as declining rates of identification with any party. Both definitions focus on the extent 
of party affiliations with the public. 
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because some researchers are examining something other than the trends in party identification. 
For instance, Dalton indicates that Hetherington (2001) and Abramowitz (2010) mistakenly cited 
American’s growing awareness of the polarization of the parties’ positions as evidence of 
resurgence of partisanship. Other scholars such as Miller and Shanks (1996), Bartels (2000), and 
Kaufmann, Petrocik and Shaw (2008) used the correlates of partisanship to measure dealignment 
rather than the extent of partisanship. Dalton contends that these researchers usually ignore the 
fact of a shrinking proportion of partisans among the American public and only show that 
Democratic and Republican identifiers are still divided in their vote choice. Thus, Dalton 
strongly argued that dealignment should be assessed by the level of partisan attachment among 
the public. Then, he concluded that these partisan attachments have been weakened significantly 
in the United States. 
In summary, Americans today appear to be much less partisan than they did in the mid-
20th Century. Thus, some scholars argue that partisanship has been weakening in the U.S. At the 
same time, other scholars insist that partisanship has not been weakening in the U.S. because 
independent leaners’ voting behavior is almost the same as partisans. Moreover, some scholars 
argue that partisanship has been resurgent when they checked electorates’ growing awareness of 
the party polarization. However, although there have been ebbs and flows; the data of ANES, 
Pew and Gallup show that fewer Americans today express party identification than at any time in 
modern electoral history. Moreover, the proportion of people registering as independent or with 
no party affiliation has increased consistently. This is more rigorous evidence of declining 
partisanship because registering as independent or with no party affiliation often disenfranchises 
a voter from participating in the party primaries. Therefore, it looks more persuasive to me that, 
54 
 
as shown in the various survey data including ANES data, the proportion of independents has 
increased, and the decline of political parties is an ongoing process.  
 
4) Are Independents Good or Bad for Our Democratic Politics? 
Party identification is a very important concept to understanding modern electoral 
behavior because people usually evaluate politics and vote for a candidate based on their 
partisanship. Then, if independents are rising and partisan ties are actually weakening, is it 
undesirable for our electoral politics and democratic process? There are two different 
perspectives concerning whether the phenomena of increasing independents has positive or 
negative effects on electoral politics and democracy.  
The classic party identification model of the Michigan scholars of The American Voter 
(1960) found that the independents in the 1950s were uninformed and uninvolved. Originally, 
the democratic theory assumed that political independents would make an informed judgment 
because they are interested in government and politics, and they pay attention to both sides in a 
campaign. However, Michigan scholars could not find those types of ideal independents. Hence, 
they predicted that because independents are less educated, less knowledgeable, less interested, 
and less involved in politics, dealignment, the phenomena of increasing independents and 
weakening partisanship, would erode the bases of electoral politics and representative 
democracy. Indeed, in the 1950s and 1960s, most independents fit this characterization. This 
empirical finding led to a normative argument that partisanship was good for democracy and 
independence was bad. 
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Lewis-Beck and his colleagues (2008) in The American Voter Revisited, also showed that 
independents are still less interested and less involved in politics than partisans as Campbell and 
his colleagues argued. Also independents have less information about elections and care less 
about election outcomes. Many other scholars such as Keith et al (1992), and Green, Palmquist 
and Schickler (2002) have found that independents live at the boundaries of politics, not 
following politics in the news, not understanding political discourse, and making unfocused 
voting choices if they participate in elections. These researchers call for an appreciation of the 
beneficial effects of party identity on individual political behavior and the functioning of the 
democratic process. From this perspective, an increase in independents would be harmful to 
electoral politics and democracy (Dalton 2013, p.32). 
In addition, the scholars such as Keith and his colleagues (1992) assumed that 
independent leaners are not independents but hidden partisans. Keith and his colleagues thought 
that it would have a negative effect on the electoral democracy if pure independents, who are less 
interested, informed and involved citizens, increased. However, although the proportion of 
independents has increased, most of them are not pure independents but independent leaners 
who, according to Keith et al., are masked and hidden partisans. Thus, they argued that the 
number of independents actually has not increased, and therefore, partisanship has not weakened. 
Therefore, they contend that the surface-level increase in independents cannot have negative 
effects on our electoral democracy and does not portend a decline in political stability, or the 
decay of the political system.  
 In contrast, a long-standing philosophical tradition has considered partisanship as 
negative and nonpartisans as positive and idealistic. For example, the Founding Fathers such as 
James Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington did not intend for American politics 
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to be partisan. Rather, they believed independence from political parties was beneficial to 
democracy. In the Federalist Papers 10, James Madison (1787) saw faction itself, as a problem, 
and he worried about the emergence of partisan factions.14 According to Madison, “Parties 
ranked high on the list of evils that the Constitution was designed to check.” (Federalist Papers 
No.10, p.56) 
Madison viewed partisans as baneful because they make decisions only for their benefit 
not for the public good. Contrary to partisans, independents do not want one party to become too 
powerful, and they want to make balanced decision for all. Thus, in Madison’s perspective, 
weakening partisanship and increasing independents is beneficial to democratic society and the 
common good. George Washington also warned about “the baneful effects of the spirit of party” 
in his farewell address in 1796. Thomas Jefferson was even more severe. In his letter to Francis 
Hopkinson Paris (Mar. 13, 1789), Jefferson mentioned, “If I could not go to heaven but with a 
party, I would not go there at all.” Therefore, according to constitutional framers such as 
Madison, Washington and Jefferson, weakening partisanship in the United States is a positive 
phenomenon.  
Nancy Rosenblum (2008) in her book, On the Side of Angels: An Appreciation of Parties 
and Partisanship, gives an extensive and thoughtful discussion of anti-partisan sentiment in 
American history and political thought. According to Rosenblum, all political partisans think 
they are on the side of the angels, but political independents don’t agree. She separated anti-
                                                          
14 In Federalist Papers No. 10, Madison defined a faction as a number of citizens that are united by a 
common impulse or passion adverse to the rights of other citizens or the best interests of the community.  
From the perspective of the common good, which was Madison’s goal, factions are a problem because the 
most powerful faction will control the government and make decisions based not on the common good 
but on self-interest. As a result, both other groups and the common good will suffer. Madison’s solution 
to the problem is a large republic with a multiplicity of factions that keep one another from becoming too 
powerful. 
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partyism and anti-partisanship. She said that we can concede the usefulness of political parties 
while still despising partisanship. Political parties are useful but partisanship is abhorrent. While 
partisans battle one another claiming to be on the side of the angels, critics demonize partisans 
and see independents as virtuous. 
According to Rosenblum, theorists do not connect the practice of democratic citizenship 
with partisanship, or the virtues of citizenship with the qualities of partisanship. She argued that 
independence is a distinctive political identity just as partisanship is a distinctive political 
identity. She thought independence is more than just an artifact of polling – a response of “no 
preference” to a survey. Because independence’s antonym, after all, is dependence or 
subordination, she argued that the resonance of the independent is plainly positive. 
In addition, Rosenblum (2008) criticized the authors of The Myth of the Independent 
Voter observing that most independents are actually closet Democrats and concealed 
Republicans. If leaners are hidden partisans because their voting behavior is similar to partisans, 
Rosenblum argued that many partisans should be closet independents too, because there are 
many partisans who politically behave like independents. Rosenblum understood independence 
as anti-partyism. Thus, independents reject being categorized as a Democrat or Republican. Also, 
a vote for a candidate should not be taken as a sign of partisanship. Therefore, regardless of 
independent leaners’ voting behavior, Rosenblum contends that independent leaners are actually 
independents. 
Rosenblum (2008) described that independents are thoughtful and unprejudiced citizens 
who can judge for themselves, rejecting party dictation. Plus, they desire to vote for the best 
candidate. She saw independents today as well-informed and self-reliant citizens. In contrast to 
unreflective partisans or blind partisans, independents usually collect relevant information from 
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the election campaign and rationally consider which candidate is best. Therefore, in her view, the 
phenomena of increasing independents and weakening partisanship is beneficial to the electoral 
politics and democracy. 
Lewis-Beck and his colleagues (2008) also argued that many current-day independents 
could not be considered independents of The American Voter type. The effect of the Civil Rights 
movement, the Vietnam War, and the Watergate scandal were manifest among ordinary people. 
As such, more ordinary people could get information about politics and cared about real political 
issues. As a result, independents today are more informed and involved in politics. Thus, they are 
different from independents of The American Voter type. Therefore, according to Lewis-Beck 
and his colleagues, increasing independents are not harmful to the electoral democracy. 
Dalton (2013) states that partisanship can be synonymous with narrow-mindedness, an 
unwillingness to compromise, and a tendency to put the interests of the party ahead of those of 
voters or the nation. However, independents can be the ideal citizen who objectively makes 
political choices without the emotional bond to a preferred party. Therefore, if independents are 
increasing and partisanship is decreasing in the United States, it will have a positive effect on our 
democratic process. (Dalton, 2013, p.32).  
Dalton also contends that today’s independents are different from those of The American 
Voter, which stated independents are uneducated, uninformed, uninterested, and uninvolved 
citizens. Since The American Voter (1960), independents’ social and political characteristics 
have changed over time. Instead of the politically disengaged independents of the 1950s, he 
argued that today’s independents are mostly interested in politics and are highly educated. These 
new independents are often better educated and more interested in politics, and they have not 
developed the partisan allegiances of their parents’ generation. Moreover, they are often cynical 
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about both political parties and the current system of party competition. These new independents 
may come closer to the model of the rational citizen who democratic theorists had assumed. A 
sophisticated independent might be politically engaged and even vote, but they lack firm 
commitments to a specific party. Such an independent might actually judge the candidates and 
sometimes pick the best candidate regardless of party. According to Dalton, therefore, increasing 
independents, who are different from The American Voter type in 1950 – 60s, can be positive to 
the electoral politics and democratic society.   
In summary, ever since The American Voter was published by Campbell and his 
colleagues (1960), party identification has been the most important piece of information that can 
help us understand electorates’ political attitudes and voting behavior. Partisanship has provided 
a framework for evaluating and interpreting political information and a cue for making political 
choices. However, independents have been usually considered as uneducated, uninformed, 
uninterested, and uninvolved voters. According to this perspective, increasing number of 
independents and weakening partisanship are detrimental to electoral politics and democratic 
process. However, expanded political conflict precipitated by the civil rights movement, the 
Vietnam War protests, and other emerging left-right ideological conflicts during the 1960s has 
pushed ordinary people to become more interested and informed about politics and to care about 
real political issues. Higher education levels and greater availability of the Internet and TV news 
have helped ordinary people acquire more information, knowledge and interest in politics. As a 
result, independents today are more informed and involved in politics, and therefore, they are 
different from independents described in The American Voter. These new independents come 
closer to the model of the ideal citizen constitutional framers and democratic theorists desired. 
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According to this perspective, therefore, increasing numbers of independents and weakening 
partisanship are beneficial to electoral politics and democratic process.   
Having reviewed the major controversies in the scholarly literature about independents, I 
will turn next to analyses of data that will shed new light on some of these issues. In chapter 4, I 
will explore who independents are characteristically. This will show how independents are 
different from partisans and also how today’s independents are different from traditional type of 
independents in the 1960s.  
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CHAPTER 4 
WHO ARE INDEPENDENT VOTERS? 
 
Whenever there are presidential or congressional elections, what group of people gets the 
most attention from not only TV, internet and newspaper media but also both Democratic and 
Republican parties’ campaign strategists? Also, whenever political analysts, commentators, 
journalists and campaign strategists talk about elections, what group of people is most frequently 
mentioned? One of the most prominent answers will be the independent voters. However, the 
term independent voter has been mostly ignored by academic researchers and scholars of 
elections and voting behavior because independent voters have been considered by political 
scientists as an unreliable group, having little or no political interest, limited political knowledge, 
low political involvement, and inconsistent opinions.  
In order to attempt to fill that void, first I would like to examine who independent voters 
are in this chapter before I analyze the relationship between the elite partisan polarization and 
independent voters’ political attitudes and participation in the next chapter. Are certain kinds of 
people more or less likely to be identified as independent voters? Do independents have 
distinguishing characteristics, distinctive attitudes or typical demographic traits when compared 
to the rest of the electorate? This chapter describes some of the demographic, social, and political 
characteristics of independents over time. Thus, we will find out how independents’ 
characteristics have changed from 1960 to 2012 and also how independents are different from 
other partisans. 
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Independents Increase 
When I examined the trend of party identification using ANES cumulative data file from 
1960 to 2012, the data shows that the proportion of independents has grown steadily since the 
1960s, although there is a little fluctuation.15 Table 4-1 displays the trend of seven-point party 
identification from 1960 to 2012: Strong Democrats, Weak Democrats, Independent Democrats, 
Pure Independents, Independent Republicans, Weak Republicans, and Strong Republicans. Then, 
Table 4-2 shows the trend of three-point party identification from 1960 to 2012 when leaners are 
considered as independents: Democrats (combining Strong and Weak Democrats), Independents 
(combining Independent Democrats, Pure Independents, and Independent Republicans), and 
Republicans (combining Weak and Strong Republicans). In addition, I created Table 4-3 to show 
the trend of three-point party identification from 1960 to 2012 when leaners are included in 
partisan groups: Democrats (combining Strong and Weak Democrats and Independent 
Democrats), Pure Independents, and Republicans (combining Independent Republicans and 
Weak and Strong Republicans). 
As can be seen in Table 4-2, the percentage of Democrats was the highest in the 1960s, 
over fifty percent (48~52%), which displays the lingering effects of Franklin Roosevelt’s New 
Deal era. The highest proportion of Democrats in the 1960s brought Democratic presidential 
candidate John F. Kennedy’s victory in 1960 and Lyndon B. Johnson’s victory in 1964. Since 
then, the proportion of Democrats has decreased rapidly from 52.2 percent in 1964 to 39.4 
percent in 1976. Afterward, for thirty years, the percentage of Democratic identifiers decreased 
                                                          
15 As I revealed in the previous chapter, I prefer to consider leaners as independents because leaners have 
already rejected any party affiliation in the first survey question asking for their party identification. Thus, 
when I analyze or describe independents, I usually include leaners in independents. However, when I 
think it is needed, I will also separately report the characteristics of pure independents for the research.  
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<Table 4-1> Seven-Point Party Identification by Year, 1960-2012 
Variable 
Party Identification by Year, 1960-2012 (in percentages) 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 
Dem. 
Strong 
Democrats 
22.7% 26.5% 20.0% 14.7% 15.0% 17.7% 16.8% 17.4% 17.9% 19.2% 19.1% 16.7% 25.0% 25.1% 
Weak 
Democrats 
23.9% 24.5% 25.3% 25.3% 23.8% 23.0% 19.7% 17.6% 17.3% 19.4% 15.1% 14.7% 16.9% 14.7% 
Ind. 
Independent 
Democrats 
5.6% 9.2% 9.8% 11.1% 11.6% 11.4% 10.7% 11.8% 14.2% 13.6% 14.9% 17.3% 16.9% 12.6% 
Pure 
Independents 
9.0% 7.7% 10.5% 14.8% 15.1% 15.1% 12.4% 11.9% 12.7% 9.2% 12.4% 10.0% 11.4% 13.4% 
Independent 
Republicans 
6.3% 5.6% 8.7% 10.4% 9.7% 10.3% 12.3% 13.2% 12.3% 10.7% 12.7% 11.4% 9.6% 10.3% 
Rep. 
Weak 
Republicans 
13.7% 13.4% 14.5% 13.1% 14.2% 13.9% 14.6% 13.7% 14.0% 15.0% 11.8% 12.5% 8.6% 10.5% 
Strong 
Republicans 
14.7% 10.9% 9.6% 10.3% 9.3% 8.5% 12.3% 13.7% 11.1% 12.5% 13.1% 15.9% 9.9% 12.9% 
Apolitical/ don’t know/ 
refused to answer 
4.1% 2.2% 1.7% 0.4% 1.3% 0.1% 1.3% 0.7% 0.6% 0.5% 0.8% 1.4% 1.7% 0.4% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of cases 1181 1571 1557 2705 2248 1614 2257 2040 2485 1714 1807 1212 2322 5914 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012.   
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<Table 4-2> Three-Point Party Identification (When Leaners are included in Independents) by Year, 1960-2012 
Variable 
3-Point Party Identification by Year, 1960-2012 (in valid percentages) 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 
Democrats 48.6% 52.2% 46.0% 40.1% 39.4% 40.8% 36.9% 35.2% 35.4% 38.8% 34.5% 31.9% 42.6 % 40.0% 
Independents 21.7% 23.0% 29.5% 36.4% 36.8% 36.8% 35.9% 37.2% 39.4% 33.6% 40.3% 39.2% 38.5% 36.5% 
Republicans 29.7% 24.8% 24.5% 23.5% 23.8% 22.4% 27.2% 27.6% 25.2% 27.6% 25.1% 28.9% 18.8% 23.5% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of cases 1181 1571 1557 2705 2248 1614 2257 2040 2485 1714 1807 1212 2322 5914 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012.  
 
 
 
<Table 4-3> Three-Point Party Identification (When Leaners are included in Partisans) by Year, 1960-2012 
Variable 
3-Point Party Identification by Year, 1960-2012 (in valid percentages) 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 
Democrats (+leaners) 54.4% 61.6% 56.0% 51.2% 51.1% 52.2% 47.8% 47.1% 49.7% 52.5% 49.6% 49.5% 59.8 % 52.7% 
Pure Independents 9.4% 7.9% 10.6% 14.8% 15.3% 15.1% 12.6% 12.0% 12.8% 9.2% 12.5% 10.1% 11.6% 13.4% 
Republicans (+leaners) 36.2% 30.5% 33.3% 33.8% 33.6% 32.7% 39.6% 40.9% 37.5% 38.3% 37.9% 40.4% 28.6% 33.9% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of cases 1181 1571 1557 2705 2248 1614 2257 2040 2485 1714 1807 1212 2322 5914 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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gradually from 40.8 percent in 1980 to 35.2 percent in 1988 during the Reagan administration. 
The proportion of Democrats increased a little to 38.8 percent in 1996 during the Bill Clinton 
administration. However, the share of the Democratic identifiers decreased again and reached its 
lowest at 31.9 percent in 2004 during the George W. Bush administration, which seems to 
indicate that there was a rally-round-the-flag effect because of the Iraq War in 2004. However, 
the proportion of Democrats rose again up to 42 percent in 2008 because there was a popular 
Democratic presidential candidate, Barak Obama, running for office. The share of Democrats 
was still high in 2012, at 40 percent, and keeps the first rank as the largest group, greater in 
number than independents and Republicans. 
The share of Republicans has also steadily decreased little by little in every presidential 
election year from 1960 (29.7%) to 1980 (22.4%), but it slightly increased between the Ronald 
Reagan administration in 1980 (27.2%) and the Iraq War in 2004 under the George W. Bush 
administration (28.9%). Contrary to that of the Democrats, the share of Republicans was the 
highest in 2004 (28.9%), which seems that there was the effect of the Iraq War.16 However, since 
the Obama effect in the 2008 presidential election, the proportion of Republicans decreased 
rapidly to the lowest level, 18.8 percent, but the share of Republicans increased a little to 23.5 
percent in 2012 as the Democrat President Obama’s first term ended.  
Regarding independents, the proportion of independents has steadily increased since 
1960. Most of all, in the 1960s and 1970s, there were political conflicts over the Vietnam War, 
the Civil Rights movement, and the Watergate scandal, all of which made people trust political 
                                                          
16 Gary Jacobson (2007) in his book, A Divider, Not a Uniter: George W. Bush and the American People, 
explained well how the Iraq war affected American voters. Also, George Bishop, in his book, The Illusion 
of Public Opinion: Fact and Artifact in American Public Opinion Polls (2005), explained well there was a 
rally round the flag effect due to the Iraq war. 
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parties less and made them leave their party affiliations (Converse, 1976, Nie, Verba and 
Petrocik, 1979). Instead, during this period, the number of independents started to increase. 
Particularly, the percentage of independents (29.5%) began to exceed the percentage of 
Republicans (24.5%) in 1968, and twenty years later, in 1988 even exceeded the percentage of 
Democrats (35.2%) and became the biggest group. Independents kept their first rank position as 
the largest group for almost 20 years from 1988 (37.2%) to 2004 (39.2%), with the exception of 
1996 (33.6%). This exception in 1996 might be in response to the healthy economy created 
under the Democratic Clinton administration. Then the proportion of independents slightly 
decreased to 38.6 percent in 2008 and 36.5 percent in 2012. Although there have been ebbs and 
flows in this trend, Americans today appear to be much less partisan than people in the mid-
twentieth century. 
When we examine the proportion of only pure independents as shown in Table 4-3, the 
share of pure independents has usually been small and lower than any other partisan groups. The 
proportion of pure independents increased from 7.9 percent in 1964 to 14.8 percent in 1972 and 
maintained a similar percentage of around 15 percent until 1980. Then, in 1984, the percentage 
of pure independents decreased a little and was around 12 percent, keeping a similar portion 
(around 12%) among the electorate until 2000, with the exception of 1996 (9.2%). Recently, the 
share of pure independents increased again from 10.1 percent in 2004 to 13.4 percent in 2012.  
Although the percentage of pure independents looks tiny compared to other partisan 
groups, we cannot ignore them in a study of Americans’ electoral behavior. This is because 
recent presidential elections were very close, so 3 percent of the electorate can change the 
outcome of the election. Just imagine if half of pure independents (5 percent of the electorate) 
were highly educated, well-informed, and very interested in politics, and if they actually voted in 
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a presidential election. Of course, their decision would be very important and powerful in the 
result of any presidential election. 
 
Age of Independents 
 When I compare the average age of independents with that of Democrats and 
Republicans, independents are much younger than any other partisans in every presidential 
election year from 1960 to 2012. As shown in Table 4-4, the average age of independents is 42 
years old, but the average age of partisans is around 48 years old. Thus, in each presidential  
 
<Table 4-4> Average Age   
 Democrats Independents Republicans 
1960* 48.35 45.18 51.06 
1964* 46.04 41.53 49.72 
1968* 48.12 41.35 49.86 
1972* 45.78 38.81 49.36 
1976* 46.87 40.75 49.10 
1980* 47.19 40.12 46.80 
1984* 45.79 40.40 46.09 
1988* 47.67 41.33 46.33 
1992* 48.42 42.76 46.46 
1996* 49.08 44.66 48.48 
2000* 49.73 43.84 48.06 
2004* 48.83 45.12 48.59 
2008* 48.49 42.80 49.30 
2012* 48.86 47.74 51.07 
Average Age* 47.80 42.60 48.60 
                               
                              Note. *These years have statistically significant differences across three 
                                 -point party identifications. p < 0.05. 
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election year, independents are usually five or six years younger than Democrats and 
Republicans. Interestingly, the average age of independents has increased continuously from 
38.81 years in 1972 to the highest point in 2012, 47.74 years. I will discuss this phenomenon 
later in Table 4-8 in which I examine the proportion of independents according to each age 
cohort. Although the age gap between independents and partisans has been narrowed, the 
average age of independents is still younger than that of any other partisan group in 2012. 
When I compare the average age of pure independents with that of Democrats (including 
independent Democrats) and Republicans (including independent Republicans) in every 
presidential election from 1960 to 2012, the result is almost the same. Pure independents are also 
much younger than partisans. The average age of pure independents is 42.6 years old. However, 
the average age of Democrats (including leaners) is 46.5 years old, and that of Republicans 
(including leaners) is 47.5 years old. Thus, pure independents are usually four or five years 
younger than other partisans, which is almost the same as when I examine all independents.   
In order to find out how much independents are younger than partisans, I conducted an 
analysis of variance (ANOVA). The result of the ANOVA shows that in every presidential 
election year, the average ages of independents, Democrats and Republicans are significantly 
different from each other. When I compare the percentage of the young (aged 17-34) and the old 
(aged 55 or older) in independents, which is in the Table 4-5, average percentage of the young in 
independents is twelve percent higher than that of the elder in independents. Interestingly, the 
proportion of the young in independents decreased continuously from 49.4 percent in 1972 to 
40.2 percent in 1992. The proportion of the young independents dropped from 40.2 percent in 
1992 to 31.6 percent in 1996, and the percentage of the young independents dropped again to the  
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<Table 4-5> Comparison of the Percentage of the Young and the Elder in Independents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
lowest level, 26.6 percent in 2012. However, the share of the young in independents (26.6%) was 
still higher than that of Democrats (23.2%) and Republicans (20.0%) in 2012. 
Table 4-6 displays the comparison of the share of independents among the young (aged 
17-34) and among the older (aged 55 or older). It shows that the proportion of young people who 
identified themselves as independents is higher than that of older people. When I compare the 
proportion of partisanship among the young (aged 17-34), the average percentage of independent 
identifiers is 41.8 percent, which is higher than that of either Democrats or Republicans among  
 
 
Dem  Independents  Rep 
Young 
(17-34) 
Elder 
(55~) 
 
Young 
(17-34) 
Elder 
(55~) 
 
Young 
(17-34) 
Elder 
(55~) 
1960 19.5 32.4  23.6 23.6  16.7 41.7 
1964 28.2 29.5  36.5 19.9  22.6 39.2 
1968 22.0 35.0  38.3 20.9  23.0 38.0 
1972 31.1 33.6  49.4 19.5  25.9 41.8 
1976 32.1 38.0  46.7 24.2  30.9 35.0 
1980 31.4 38.2  48.1 23.1  32.1 34.6 
1984 32.5 34.8  45.7 23.0  35.6 33.8 
1988 28.3 35.3  40.5 21.7  32.7 35.2 
1992 27.0 36.2  40.2 23.3  31.7 31.5 
1996 23.4 37.2  31.6 27.1  23.8 35.2 
2000 19.1 37.2  33.2 26.6  20.8 33.3 
2004 27.3 39.1  30.5 29.4  22.9 39.1 
2008 24.0 37.7  34.8 26.7  19.7 37.7 
2012 23.2 41.6  26.6 40.9  20.0 45.2 
Average 27.1% 34.8%  37.9% 25.7%  26.1% 36.9% 
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        <Table 4-6> Comparison of Percentage of Partisanship in the Young and the Elder  
 Among Young (aged 17-34)  Among Older (aged 55 or older) 
 Dem Ind Rep  Dem Ind Rep 
1960 48.4 26.2 25.3  47.3 15.4 37.2 
1964 51.4 29.1 19.5  51.9 15.4 32.7 
1968 37.5 41.6 20.8  51.0 19.5 29.5 
1972 34.1 49.3 16.6  44.3 23.4 32.3 
1976 34.7 47.5 17.8  44.2 26.4 29.4 
1980 33.9 47.0 19.1  48.9 26.7 24.4 
1984 31.4 43.0 25.6  42.3 27.2 30.3 
1988 29.3 44.1 26.6  41.2 26.6 32.2 
1992 28.6 47.5 23.9  42.8 30.7 26.5 
1996 34.6 40.4 25.0  43.4 27.3 29.3 
2000 26.3 53.0 20.7  40.4 33.5 26.1 
2004 31.9 43.9 24.2  35.3 32.7 32.0 
2008 37.6 48.9 13.6  48.1 30.7 21.2 
2012 39.2 40.8 19.9  39.4 35.3 25.3 
Average 36.4% 41.8% 21.8%  44.0% 26.8 29.1% 
 
                     Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
the young. However, among the older (aged over 55), the average percentage of independent 
identifiers is only 26.8 percent, which is lower than any other partisan group among the older. 
In the Table 4-6, it is also important to recognize that the percentages of independents both 
among the young and among the older generously increased from 1960 through 2012, although 
there was a little fluctuation. When I compare the share of independents among the young (aged 
17-34) over time, the proportion of independents grew dramatically to almost half of the young 
age group in 1972. This trend continued for the young until 2012, although the proportion of  
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<Table 4-7> Age and Independent Identifiers 
Percentage of each age group who are independents 
 17-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-99 Total (N) 
1960 2.4 21.1 28.9 24.0 14.6 5.7 3.3 100% (246) 
1964 11.1 25.4 26.2 17.4 10.5 6.8 2.6 100% (351) 
1968 13.1 25.2 22.3 18.5 12.0 7.1 1.8 100% (449) 
1972 21.1 28.4 18.3 12.7 9.8 6.8 3.0 100% (977) 
1976 16.7 30.1 16.9 12.1 11.2 9.2 3.8 100% (815) 
1980 21.1 27.0 17.2 11.5 12.2 6.1 4.9 100% (592) 
1984 17.7 28.0 19.7 11.6 9.8 8.2 4.9 100% (792) 
1988 12.5 28.0 26.0 11.9 9.1 8.1 4.5 100% (751) 
1992 12.5 27.6 20.7 15.8 8.8 9.1 5.3 100% (973) 
1996 9.1 22.6 25.2 16.1 10.8 10.0 6.3 100% (572) 
2000 11.4 21.8 23.4 16.7 12.3 8.4 6.0 100% (717) 
2004 14.7 15.8 19.2 20.9 14.7 9.8 4.9 100% (469) 
2008 13.7 21.0 19.4 19.1 14.4 7.6 4.8 100% (860) 
2012 10.0 16.5 15.5 17.0 21.3 14.5 5.1   100% (2122) 
Average 13.5 24.4 20.9 15.5 12.8 8.7 4.3   100% (18073) 
 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
independents in the young dropped to 40.8 percent in 2012. When I compare the share of 
independents among the elder (aged 55 or older) over time, the proportion of independents 
among the elder had also increased continuously from 15 percent in 1960 to 35 percent in 2012.  
More specifically, I examined the proportion of various age groups among independents 
in every presidential election year from 1960 to 2012. As shown in the Table 4-7, when I 
compare the proportion of each age group who are independents, the average percentage of the 
age group of 25-34 is highest (24.4%). The second largest age group among independents is the  
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<Table 4-8> Identification as Independents by Cohorts, 1960-2012 
Percentage of each cohort who are independents 
 
Cohort 
I 
Cohort 
II 
Cohort 
III 
Cohort 
IV 
Cohort 
V 
Cohort 
VI 
Cohort 
VII 
Cohort 
VIII 
Total (N) 
 
1991-
Present 
1975-
1990 
1959-
1974 
1943-
1958 
1927-
1942 
1911-
1926 
1895-
1910 
Before 
1895 
Total (N) 
1960     19.5 44.7 27.2 8.5 100% (246) 
1964    2.0 42.5 34.5 16.0 5.1 100% (351) 
1968    18.3 34.7 30.3 14.7 2.0 100% (449) 
1972    39.5 29.1 18.5 11.1 1.8 100% (977) 
1976    44.3 24.9 19.6 10.2 1.0 100% (815) 
1980   9.8 43.9 21.8 17.2 6.6 0.7 100% (592) 
1984   20.4 41.0 18.4 14.9 5.3  100% (790) 
1988   26.9 40.3 17.3 11.7 3.7  100% (751) 
1992  0.8 36.9 31.9 17.4 11.3 1.7  100% (973) 
1996  4.0 36.0 31.4 17.0 10.2 1.4  100% (570) 
2000  13.1 36.7 29.0 14.5 6.3 0.4  100% (717) 
2004  23.7 27.3 30.3 15.1 3.6   100% (469) 
2008  32.8 30.7 25.1 9.5 1.9   100% (860) 
2012 5.3 25.7 25.8 32.8 9.7 0.7   100%(2122) 
Total 
(N) 
0.6% 
(112) 
6.5% 
(1177) 
18.1% 
(3264) 
30.6% 
(5530) 
19.9% 
(3595) 
15.6% 
(2827) 
7.0% 
(1263) 
1.6% 
(298) 
100% 
(18066) 
 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
  
age group of 35-44 (20.9%). Table 4-7 shows clearly that the percentages of the younger age 
groups (17-44) is much higher than that of older age groups (45-99). If someone says he or she is 
an independent, there is about a 60 percent possibility that he or she is below 45 years old.  Thus, 
there are a lot more young people than old people in the composition of independents. In other 
words, we can say that as independents are getting older, some of them are becoming more 
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partisans rather than remaining as independents. This is called the life-cycle effect (Converse, 
1966).  
Life-cycle effect means that party identification can be strengthened as a person ages.17 
Because ordinary citizens can experience elections and politics more repeatedly as they are 
getting older, they may be attracted to a political party and decide to join one of the parties, or 
their party attachment may get stronger. Table 4-7 seems to be explained by a life-cycle effect 
because the proportion of independent identifiers are decreasing as they are getting older. 
However, this simple cross-tabulations in the Table 4-7 cannot illustrate the persistence of these 
independent identifications. Thus, in order to track independent identifiers in each age group 
moving through the life cycle, I examined the proportion of each age cohort among independent 
identifiers from 1960 to 2012, which is shown in the Table 4-8. 
When I examine the proportion of independents according to each age cohort, which is in Table 
4-8, there are sharp differences between young cohorts (cohort I~IV) and older cohorts (cohort 
V~VIII). The percentage of young cohorts who are independents is widely higher than that of 
older cohorts. This generation gap can be seen in every presidential election year from 1972 to 
2002. When I look at only the older cohorts (cohort V~VIII), those who were born before 1943, 
there is definitely a life-cycle effect. As people in each cohort V, VI, VII and VIII gets older 
from 1960 to 2012, the percentage of people who identified themselves as independents has 
decreased. This means that people’s independence had been weakening but partisan ties had been 
intensified as they aged, which fits well into a Life-cycle effect.  
                                                          
17 Campbell and his colleagues (1960) in the American Voter reported that even in the 1950s, young 
people who are just entering the electorate, are more likely than any of the older age groups to call 
themselves independents. If independents are progressively scarcer in older age groups, this might be the 
life-cycle effect that is defined by Converse (1966) in his article, “The Normal Vote.” 
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However, when I examine the younger cohorts (cohort I~IV), it shows a little different 
story. Particularly, when I compare the average proportion of each cohort, people in the cohort 
IV, who were born between 1943 and 1958, identified themselves as independents more than any 
other cohort. The average percentage of the cohort IV among independents is highest, at 30.6 
percent. In other words, the cohort IV, those born in 1943-1958, has the highest average 
percentage of independents, at 30.6 percent. More specifically, among independents the 
proportion of cohort IV is higher than any other cohort in every presidential election year from 
1972 to 1988. Almost 40 percent of people belonging to this cohort IV became independents 
when they were 16 to 29 years old in 1972. Interestingly, even when people in the cohort IV 
became 54 to 69 years old in 2012, they still identified themselves as independents, which was 
more than any other cohort. In other word, when people in cohort IV became older, particularly 
in 2004 and 2012, they still identified themselves as independents more than people in any other 
cohort. This can be explained by a generational effect rather than a life cycle effect.  
Generational effect means that the historical or political events of a particular time can 
affect the political opinions of those who came of political age at that time for a few decades.18 
People in the cohort IV, those aged 16 to 29 in 1972, reached voting age at the time of the 
political turmoil in the 1960s. Their political perspectives were affected by the same salient 
political events such as the Vietnam War, Watergate Scandal, and the Civil Right movement. 
From 1972 to 1988, the proportion of cohort IV had been the higher (40-44%) than any other 
cohort among independents. Even when the cohort IV reached their fifties and sixties in 2004 
under the Bush administration, and in 2012 under the Obama administration, the percentage of 
                                                          
18 Converse (1976) in his book The Dynamics of Party Support, defined a generation effect as “a kind of 
early imprinting which…will always leave its characteristic mark” distinguishing the affected age cohort 
from other generation not so affected by the imprinting event or condition. 
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independents in cohort IV ranked again as the highest compared to other cohorts, which can be 
explained by the generational effect.  
The cohort III, people born between 1959 and 1974, began to have the highest percentage 
of independents, at 36.9 percent in 1992 when they attained voting age, 18 to 33 years old. From 
1992 to 2000, the proportion of this cohort among independents was highest in each presidential 
election year. Afterwards, cohort III still kept comparatively higher proportion of independents 
(25~30%) than the older cohorts V~VIII. In the same way as cohort III did, in 2008 cohort II, 
those born between 1975 and 1990, began to have the highest percentage among independents 
when they reached voting age, 18 to 33 years old. Thus, the data shows that most independents 
usually became independents when they reached voting age. This is already reported by 
Campbell and his colleagues’ (1960) in The American Voter, which states that young people who 
are just entering the electorate, are more likely than any of the older age groups to call 
themselves independents. 
However, contrary to the argument of Campbell and his colleagues (1960), many 
independents in young cohorts (cohort II~IV) who became independents when they reached 
voting age did not join a party when they got older, as Table 4-8 shows. Most of them kept their 
independent identity for a few decades, at least for 30 to 40 years. Thus, as Lewis-Beck (2008) 
and Dalton (2013) mentioned, many younger Americans are growing up as independents. This is 
contributing to the rise in independents. Even if the share of independents in each cohort 
decreased with increased electoral experience as they are getting older, the total share of 
independents would not decrease or even increase. This is because the proportion of new 
independents in the younger cohorts, those aged 18 to 33, is increasing and the share of aging 
independents who still identify themselves as independents is not decreasing by much. 
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In summary, all the tables and figures in this section illustrate that the average age of 
independents is much younger than average age of partisans. Plus, the proportion of the young 
among independents is higher than that of the older among independents, although the gap has 
narrowed recently. Finally, many younger electorates are growing up as independents. This 
enables independents to rise continuously because older generations will leave the electorate in 
the future and will be replaced by younger voters who are more likely to be independents. 
 
Gender of Independents 
Is there gender gap between Democrats and Republicans? Among independents, is there 
any gender difference? In order to answer to these questions, I compared the proportion of 
gender and the proportion of partisanship through simple cross-tabulations. The Table 4-9 
compares the percentage of females and males that comprise each partisanship. When I first 
compared the percentage of each partisanship among females, in every presidential election year 
from 1960 to 2012, the percentage of Democrats is much higher than that of any other group. 
Among women, the average percentage of Democrats is the highest, at 43.0 percent, and the 
average percentage of Republicans is lowest, at 24.6 percent. Thus, it seems that there is surely a 
big gender gap between Democrats and Republicans.  
When we look at independents among the women, the average percentage of 
independents is 32.4 percent, which is situated in the middle between Democrats and 
Republicans. Very interestingly, in every presidential election year since 1960, with the 
exception of 1992 and 2000, the percentage of independents among women has been well 
situated in the middle between that of Democrats and that of Republicans  
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<Table 4-9> Gender and Partisanship 
 
Female  Male 
Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep 
1960 51.1 17.8 31.1  45.7 26.3 28.0 
1964 53.6 20.9 25.5  50.5 25.5 23.9 
1968 48.4 27.8 23.7  43.0 31.5 25.4 
1972 42.7 33.4 23.9  36.8 40.4 22.9 
1976 41.9 32.4 25.8  35.9 43.0 21.1 
1980 43.5 33.6 23.0  37.2 41.1 21.8 
1984 40.1 32.9 27.0  32.9 39.7 27.5 
1988 39.6 33.3 27.1  29.5 42.3 28.2 
1992 39.0 38.2 22.8  31.4 40.7 27.9 
1996 43.3 32.2 24.4  33.2 35.3 31.5 
2000 38.5 39.0 22.5  29.5 42.0 28.5 
2004 37.4 35.0 27.6  25.6 44.1 30.3 
2008 47.3 34.8 17.9  36.5 43.4 20.1 
2012 44.3 33.4 22.3  35.4 39.8 24.9 
Average 43.0% 32.4% 24.6%  36.1% 38.3% 25.6% 
 
               Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
When I looked at the proportion of each partisanship among men in the Table 4-9, the 
percentage of independents between 1972 and 2012 is higher than that of either Democrats or 
Republicans. Among men, the average percentage of independents is highest, at 38.3 percent. 
The average percentage of Democrats among men is at 36.1 percent, and that of Republicans is 
lowest, at 25.6 percent. Interestingly, the proportion of Republicans is smallest both among 
women and among men. This might be because the total number of Republicans (N=12066) is 
much smaller than that of either Democrats (N=19233) or independents (N=16872). 
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           <Table 4-10> Percentage of Women and Men in each partisanship 
 
 
Dem  Independents  Rep 
Female Male  Female Male  Female Male 
1960 56.7 43.3  44.3 55.7  56.5 43.5 
1964 56.6 43.4  50.1 49.9  56.7 43.3 
1968 58.7 41.3  52.8 47.2  54.1 45.9 
1972 60.4 39.6  52.1 47.9  57.9 42.1 
1976 61.6 38.4  50.9 49.1  62.7 37.3 
1980 60.7 39.3  51.9 48.1  58.3 41.7 
1984 61.0 39.0  51.6 48.4  55.8 44.2 
1988 64.1 35.9  51.3 48.7  56.2 43.8 
1992 58.5 41.5  51.6 48.4  48.2 51.8 
1996 61.6 38.4  52.9 47.1  48.8 51.2 
2000 62.7 37.3  54.5 45.5  50.4 49.6 
2004 62.5 37.5  47.5 52.5  51.0 49.0 
2008 62.8 37.2  51.1 48.9  53.7 46.3 
2012 57.3 42.7  47.5 52.5  49.0 51.0 
Average 59.5 40.5  51.1 48.9  54.2 45.8 
                
                     Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
In order to understand a gender difference between each partisanship and within each 
partisanship, I conducted another cross tabulation analysis in the Table 4-10.19 It shows the 
percentage of men and women according to each partisanship from 1960 to 2012. Interestingly, 
in each partisanship there was a higher proportion of women than men. This might be because 
the total number or female respondents (N=27,009) is greater than that of male respondents  
                                                          
19 When I examine the gender characteristics of pure independents, the result is almost the same as that of 
all independents in Table 4-10. Among pure independents, the average percentage of females is 52.7 
percent and that of males is 47.3 percent. As such, the gender characteristics of pure independents are 
almost the same as that of independents.  
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         <Figure 4-1> Gender Difference in Each Partisanship  
 
               Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
(N=21,753). When I compared the average proportion of females of each partisanship, the 
female percentage of Democrats (59.5%) is higher than that of Republicans (54.2%) and that of 
independents (51.1%). When I compared the average proportion of male of each partisanship, the 
male percentage of independents (48.9%) is higher than that of Republicans (45.8%) and that of 
Democrats (40.5%).  
In order to know the gender difference between men and women within each 
partisanship, I subtracted the proportion of men from the proportion of women within each 
partisanship. As shown in Figure 4-7, gender difference among Democrats is highest in every 
presidential election year from 1960 through 2012. Among Republicans, there has been a big 
gender difference between 1960 and 1988. Since 1992, however, there has not been a big gender 
difference between men and women. When I look at only independents, since 1968 generally 
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there has not been a big gender difference. The average gender difference among independents is 
about 2.2 percent.  
In summary, the data from 1960 through 2012 shows that there is a gender gap between 
Democrats and Republicans. Also, among Democrats, there is a higher proportion of women 
than men in every presidential election year from 1960 to 2012. However, when we examined 
the gender of independents, there is no particular gender difference among independents.  
 
Race of Independents 
In order to examine the characteristics of independents’ races, I conducted the cross 
tabulation analysis and compared races in independents to those in other partisan groups. As 
shown in the Table 4-11, it seems that there is a significant racial difference among Democrats, 
Republicans and independents. First of all, the average percentage of Whites is highest among 
Republicans (92.1%), and lowest among Democrats (71.4%). Comparing independents to other 
partisan group, independents are mostly white (81.8%) but not as much as Republicans.  
When I examined the proportion of Whites among Democrats from 1960 to 2012, it 
decreases from 90.7 percent in 1960 to 32.1 percent in 2008. The percentage of Whites among 
Democrats is still lowest in 2012 (41.4%). Thus, currently, Whites do not comprise a majority 
among Democrats, and they are less than half of Democrats. However, the proportion of Blacks 
among Democrats has increased continuously from 8.4 percent in 1960 to 42.4 percent in 2008. 
Very interestingly, the proportion of Hispanic among Democrats has increased rapidly from 1.7 
percent in 1972 to 22.4 percent in 2008. 
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    <Table 4-11> Percentage of Each Race in the Party ID 
 
Democrats Independents Republicans 
White Black Hispanic Other White Black Hispanic Other White Black Hispanic Other 
1960 90.7 8.4 n/a 0.9 91.1 8.1 n/a 0.8 94.9 5.1 n/a n/a 
1964 85.0 14.3 n/a 0.6 92.1 6.5 n/a 1.4 96.9 2.9 n/a 0.3 
1968 80.3 17.9 n/a 1.8 95.3 3.3 n/a 1.3 98.9 0.8 n/a 0.3 
1972 79.8 16.6 1.7 1.9 89.8 6.8 1.1 2.2 95.3 3.2 0.8 0.8 
1976 75.8 18.1 2.6 3.5 87.1 6.7 1.7 4.6 95.5 1.9 0.6 2.1 
1980 73.3 20.6 3.7 2.4 87.2 7.3 2.7 2.9 93.6 2.5 2.5 1.4 
1984 70.0 19.1 6.7 4.1 78.4 10.7 6.9 4.0 92.5 1.8 2.6 3.0 
1988 63.5 23.6 8.3 4.6 77.4 11.1 6.5 4.9 90.1 3.0 3.2 3.6 
1992 64.4 23.3 8.7 3.6 79.0 10.3 5.9 4.8 90.0 2.3 3.1 4.6 
1996 65.1 21.6 8.9 4.4 74.9 11.1 6.5 7.5 89.1 2.1 3.2 5.6 
2000 64.9 23.1 7.4 4.6 76.8 9.0 7.1 7.1 88.7 1.6 3.8 5.9 
2004 58.0 30.3 7.9 3.7 68.3 14.4 8.4 8.8 87.2 0.9 4.6 7.2 
2008 32.1 42.4 22.4 3.1 57.0 17.4 21.6 4.0 81.4 2.8 12.6 3.3 
2012 41.4 32.1 20.7 5.7 64.6 10.7 16.9 7.9 82.1 2.0 11.2 4.8 
Average 71.4 20.5 5.4 2.7 81.8 9.2 5.0 4.0 92.1 2.3 2.6 3.0 
                
        Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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However, the proportion of Whites among Republicans does not decrease as much from 
1960 (94.9%) to 2012 (82.1%) compared to the decline of Democrats and independents. 
Contrary to Democrats, the share of Black among Republicans has been unchangingly tiny, 
almost 2 percent. Interestingly, the percentage of Hispanic among Republicans has also increased 
very rapidly from 2004 (4.6%) to 2008 (12.2%). 
In Table 4-11, when I focus on independents, the percentage of the White decreases from 
91.1 percent in 1960 to 57.0 percent in 2008, but the percentage of the Black among 
independents increases from 3.3 percent in 1968 to 17.4 percent in 2008. Very interestingly, 
Hispanics increase rapidly from 1.1 percent in 1972 to 21.6 percent in 2008.20  
In sum, when we see the trend of races according to their partisanship, there is a higher 
proportion of Whites in Republicans compared to independents and Democrats. Conversely, 
there is a higher proportion of Blacks in Democrats compared to independents and Republicans. 
Particularly, the number of Democrats among Blacks has increased rapidly from 23.1 percent in 
2000 to its highest level at 42.4 percent in 2008. More interestingly, the percentage of White 
independents and the percentage of Black independents is situated in the middle between that of 
Democrats and that of Republicans in every presidential election year from 1960 to 2012.  
 
                                                          
20 When I examine the characteristics of pure independents’ races, it is very similar to that of all 
independents. Among pure independents, the percentage of Whites is on average 78.5%, the percentage of 
Blacks is on average 10.7% and the percentage of Hispanics is on average 6.5%. Interestingly, the 
percentage of Whites among pure independents decreases rapidly from 61.2 percent in 2004 to 37.8 
percent in 2008. More interestingly, the share of Hispanics among pure independents also increases very 
rapidly from 9.3 percent in 2004 to 25.5 percent in 2008, which is almost the same as the Hispanic trend 
in all independents.  
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<Table 4-12> Race and Partisanship 
 
White  Black  Hispanic 
Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep 
1960 47.9 21.5 30.6  55.4 24.1 20.5  n/a n/a n/a 
1964 49.6 23.6 26.8  77.2 15.4 7.4  n/a n/a n/a 
1968 41.4 31.5 27.1  87.5 10.4 2.1  n/a n/a n/a 
1972 36.8 37.6 25.7  67.3 25.2 7.5  52.9 32.4 14.7 
1976 35.1 37.9 27.1  70.9 24.5 4.5  56.4 35.9 7.7 
1980 36.0 38.6 25.4  72.2 23.0 4.8  49.0 32.7 18.4 
1984 32.7 35.5 31.8  62.1 33.6 4.3  43.7 43.7 12.7 
1988 29.4 37.8 32.8  62.7 31.0 6.3  46.8 38.9 14.3 
1992 29.9 40.7 29.4  64.2 31.3 4.4  50.0 37.5 12.5 
1996 33.8 33.5 32.7  66.2 29.2 4.6  53.2 33.3 13.5 
2000 29.6 40.7 29.7  66.7 30.0 3.3  40.2 44.6 15.2 
2004 26.3 37.8 35.9  62.2 36.2 1.6  35.3 45.9 18.8 
2008 26.9 43.0 30.1  71.4 26.5 2.1  47.2 41.1 11.7 
2012 27.9 39.5 32.5  74.8 22.6 2.7  48.5 36.0 15.4 
Average 35.6 35.4 29.0  68.4 26.7 4.9  47.2 38.4 14.4 
                
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
Most of all, we need to give attention to the recent Hispanic trend. Since 2004, the 
percentage of Hispanic has increased dramatically in all three partisan groups. Specifically, the 
percentage of Democrats and independents among Hispanic increases more rapidly from 2004 to 
2012 than that of Republicans. In 2012, the proportion of Hispanics is highest among Democrats 
(20.7%) and lowest among Republicans (11.2%). The percentage of Hispanic among 
independents is 16.9 percent, which is also situated in the middle between that of Hispanic 
among Democrats (20.7%) and that of Hispanic among Republicans (11.2%). 
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Table 4-12 shows that the proportion of each partisanship from 1960 to 2012 in the 
composition of each race: White, Black and Hispanic. Between 1972 and 2012, among Whites, 
the proportion of independents is higher than that of either Democrats or Republicans. Also, the 
proportion of independents among Whites increases continuously from 1960 to 2012 although 
there is a little fluctuation. The proportion of Republicans among Whites, slightly increases 
during the Reagan Administration (1980-1988) and during the Bush administration (2000-2004). 
However, the proportion of Democrats among Whites, decreases from 1965 to 2012. Since 2000, 
the proportion of Democrats among Whites is lower than it is for either independents or 
Republicans. When we look at Whites in 2012, 40 percent of them are independents, 33 percent 
of them are Republicans, and 28 percent of them are Democrats.  
Among Blacks, the proportion of Democrats rises sharply during the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960s (from 54.4% in 1960 to 87.5% in 1968). Then, it increases again during 
the Obama administration from 62.2 percent in 2008 to 74.8 percent in 2012. Among Blacks, the 
proportion of Republicans is very small (2-3%) compared to that of either Democrats or 
independents. The share of Republicans among Blacks decreases from 20.5 percent in 1960 to 
1.6 percent in 2004. 
Among Hispanics, there are more Democrats (average 47.2%) than either independents 
(average 38.4%) or Republicans (average 14.4%). Between 2004 and 2012, the proportion of 
independents among Hispanic decreases from 45.9 percent to 36.0 percent. However, the 
proportion of Democrats among Hispanics increases from 35.3 percent in 2004 to 48.5 percent in 
2012. It seems between 2004 and 2012 many Hispanics shifted from independents to Democratic 
identifiers because of the Obama administration’s immigration policy, which is supported by 
most Hispanic immigrants.  
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In summary, among Whites, there are more independents (40%) than Republicans (32%) 
and Democrats (28%). Among Blacks, there are more Democrats (75%) than independents 
(22%) and Republicans (3%). Among Hispanics, there are more Democrats (49%) than 
independents (36%) and Republicans (15%). Thus, the races of Democrats, Republicans and 
independents are significantly different from each other. Furthermore, there is a race gap 
between Democrats and Republicans. Whites identify themselves as Republicans more, but 
Blacks and Hispanics identify themselves as Democrats more. The characteristics of 
independents’ races are situated in the middle between Democrats and Republicans. Among 
independents, the proportions of each race—White, Black and Hispanic are all situated generally 
in the middle between that of Democrats and that of Republicans.  
 
Religion of Independents 
 In order to know the relationship between religion and partisanship, first I examined the 
percentage of partisanship in each religion. As shown in Table 4-13, among Protestants, there is 
not a big difference. However, among Catholics and among Jews, the proportion of Democrats is 
usually higher than it is for either independents or Republicans. Thus, there are more Democrats 
in Catholic and Jewish, and more Republicans in Protestant. 
When I compare the proportion of Republicans in each religion, the proportion of 
Republicans is higher in Protestant than in Catholic or Jewish. When I compare the proportion of 
independents in each religion, the share of independents is higher in Catholic than in Protestant 
or Jewish. More interestingly, the percentage of independents is highest among people who have 
other or no religion. Thus, we can summarize simply that there are more Catholics and Jews 
among Democrats, more Protestants among Republicans, and more atheists among independents. 
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     <Table 4-13> Religion and Partisanship 
 
Protestant  Catholic  Jewish  Other and None 
Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep  Dem Ind. Rep 
1960 43.4 21.5 35.1  64.0 20.7 15.3  51.4 40.5 8.1  48.0 24.0 28.0 
1964 51.3 20.2 28.5  58.4 24.7 16.9  53.3 37.8 8.9  35.3 48.5 16.2 
1968 44.0 27.4 28.6  53.2 31.5 15.3  52.4 42.9 4.8  42.4 40.7 16.9 
1972 37.0 34.8 28.1  50.1 35.9 14.0  50.8 39.3 9.8  31.9 56.3 11.8 
1976 36.3 34.8 28.9  50.0 34.2 15.8  55.8 34.6 9.6  27.3 61.8 10.9 
1980 40.2 34.4 25.4  42.7 38.6 18.6  72.5 25.5 2.0  30.7 49.7 19.6 
1984 35.4 32.6 32.0  42.0 37.2 20.8  58.8 31.4 9.8  28.0 54.6 17.4 
1988 35.5 35.0 29.5  37.8 36.6 25.6  35.5 51.6 12.9  27.7 50.3 22.1 
1992 33.6 36.9 29.5  40.6 39.4 20.0  66.0 29.8 4.3  30.7 49.5 19.8 
1996 36.2 31.6 31.9  42.7 33.0 24.3  61.3 32.3 6.5  40.7 41.9 17.4 
2000 35.9 35.0 29.1  34.9 40.4 24.7  59.5 33.3 7.1  25.8 59.9 14.3 
2004 31.8 36.4 31.8  31.9 38.5 29.5  60.0 22.9 17.1  28.5 49.7 21.8 
2008 44.5 33.6 21.9  44.5 37.0 18.5  68.2 18.2 13.6  32.8 56.5 10.7 
2012 38.2 32.6 29.2  42.6 35.0 22.4  56.4 25.5 18.2  36.3 44.0 19.8 
                
  Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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     <Table 4-14> Partisanship and Religion 
 
Democrats Independents Republicans 
Protestant Catholic Jewish 
None/ 
other 
Protestant Catholic Jewish 
None/ 
other 
Protestant Catholic Jewish 
None/ 
other 
1960 61.3 25.8 3.5 2.2 67.9 18.7 6.1 2.4 81.3 10.1 0.9 2.1 
1964 69.0 25.1 3.0 3.0 61.8 24.1 4.8 9.3 80.8 15.2 1.0 2.9 
1968 67.4 25.1 3.1 3.5 65.6 23.3 4.0 5.3 82.4 13.6 0.5 2.7 
1972 63.1 29.5 2.9 4.3 65.4 23.3 2.4 8.3 82.1 14.1 0.9 2.7 
1976 60.3 30.8 3.3 5.2 61.8 22.5 2.2 12.5 79.5 16.1 0.9 3.4 
1980 61.9 24.0 5.6 7.6 58.7 24.1 2.2 13.7 71.0 19.1 0.3 8.8 
1984 59.1 29.4 3.6 7.4 55.9 26.8 2.0 14.9 72.4 19.8 0.8 6.3 
1988 65.1 25.5 1.5 7.6 60.8 23.4 2.1 13.0 69.2 22.0 0.7 7.7 
1992 56.1 27.0 3.5 12.9 55.4 23.5 1.4 18.7 69.3 18.6 0.3 11.7 
1996 54.7 27.3 2.9 14.5 55.5 24.4 1.7 17.3 68.2 21.9 0.4 8.7 
2000 57.2 25.8 4.0 11.6 47.7 25.6 1.9 23.1 63.8 25.1 0.7 8.9 
2004 55.4 24.1 5.5 14.4 51.5 23.7 1.7 20.5 61.2 24.6 1.7 12.2 
2008 59.6 23.7 1.5 14.2 49.8 21.8 0.5 27.1 66.5 22.3 0.7 10.5 
2012* 42.6 25.9 2.6 28.4 39.2 23.0 1.3 36.0 55.9 23.4 1.4 19.0 
                
      Note. *This year’s recoding is different from previous years, so I do not include the 2012 data in my interpretation of the table. Cases categorized as     
      ‘undifferentiated Christian' in the major-group summary are coded as ‘none or other religion’ rather than as ‘Protestant Christian’ in 2012. 
       Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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In sum, the percentage of Democrats among Catholics has been higher than that of either 
independents or Republicans. Also, the percentage of Democrats among Jews has been higher 
than that of either independents or Republicans. More interestingly, for both Catholics and Jews, 
the share of independents generally is in between Democrats and Republicans, although there has 
been a little fluctuation. 
Table 4-14 shows the proportion of each religion for each partisan group. Most of all, 
from 1960 to 2012, Catholics are pretty stable in all three partisan groups. Interestingly, when we 
look at Republicans, in 1960, the proportion of Catholic among Republicans (10.1%) and 
independents (18.7%) is very low because Catholics supported more the Democratic presidential 
candidate, Kennedy, who became the first Roman Catholic President. Since then, the proportion 
of Catholics among Republicans and independents has increased to 23-24 percent and has been 
stable. 
 Although the proportion of Catholics among independents has been stable, the proportion 
of Protestants among independents has decreased dramatically from 67.9 percent in 1960 to 49.8 
percent in 2008. Among Republicans, the proportion of Protestant has also decreased 
continuously from 81.3 percent in 1960 to 66.5 percent in 2008. However, among Democrats, 
the proportion of Protestants looks generally stable compared to independents and Republicans. 
As shown in Table 4-14, from 1960 to 2008 the proportion of Protestant is higher for 
Republicans than it is for Democrats or independents unchangingly. However, the share of 
Protestants has decreased generally in all three partisan groups. Interestingly, the percentage of  
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<Table 4-15> Church Attendance and Partisanship21 
 
Democrats  Independents  Republicans 
Weekly Monthly Never  Weekly Monthly Never  Weekly Monthly Never 
1972 40.3 42.6 17.1  31.4 44.8 23.9  41.0 43.4 15.5 
1976 41.0 41.9 17.1  31.4 42.8 25.8  44.7 40.5 14.8 
1980 37.1 41.0 21.9  31.3 39.1 29.6  45.4 39.0 15.6 
1984 35.6 44.1 20.3  30.4 43.1 26.5  42.6 38.8 18.6 
1988 40.2 40.4 19.4  28.6 47.2 24.3  41.6 39.8 18.6 
1992 37.7 27.0 35.3  31.9 31.7 36.4  44.9 27.2 28.0 
1996 35.6 33.7 30.7  31.5 33.9 34.6  49.6 29.1 21.4 
2000 36.8 34.1 29.1  30.4 30.8 38.7  50.7 25.8 23.6 
2004 36.2 32.8 31.0  30.7 28.4 40.9  41.7 29.6 28.7 
2008 35.1 36.1 28.8  27.4 28.2 44.4  48.8 23.7 27.4 
2012 32.0 28.4 39.6  28.1 24.4 47.6  46.5 21.2 32.3 
 
    Note. The questionnaire asking church attendance was changed after 1972. 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
independents who are Protestant Christians has dropped more rapidly since 1996. Thus, between 
2000 and 2008 there are more Protestants in a partisan group – Republican or Democrat – than in 
independents. In other words, the share of Protestants among independents was lower than it is 
for either Republicans or Democrats from 2000 to 2008.  
When we focus on the trend of none or other religion group, since 1960, the percentage 
of independents who have other or no religion has been higher than it has been for either 
Democrats or Republicans. Interestingly, since 1960, the share of no or other religion has  
                                                          
21 When I examine only pure independents’ church attendance, the result is almost the same as that of all 
independents. Pure independents are more secular and also less likely to attend church than partisans. For 
example, 40% of pure independents in 1992, 41% in 1996, 38% in 2000, 35% in 2004, 42% in 2008, and 
49% of pure independents in 2012 never attend a church service, which is similar to the trend with all 
independents. 
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<Figure 4-2> Percentage of Non-Church Attenders 
 
                    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
increased in all three partisan groups. More interestingly, the share of independents who have 
other or no religion has increased even more rapidly than other partisans. In 2008, the share of 
independents who have other or no religion is double or triple higher than that of either 
Democrats or Republicans. 
Table 4-15 shows the relationship between each partisan group and church attendance. In 
Table 4-15, we can confirm that independents are less religious than any other partisans. When 
we compare the proportion of people who attend church every week, more Republicans attend 
church every week than Democrats and independents. Furthermore, independents looks that they 
are less likely to go to church every week than partisans. When I compare the proportion of 
people who do not go to church, the percentage of independents is higher than either Democrats 
or Republicans.  
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Figure 4-2 shows the trend of non-church attenders according to each partisanship. From 
1972 to 2012, independents are much less likely to attend church than Republicans and 
Democrats. It also displays well more independents are increasingly not attending church 
services and in 2012, a half of independents never go to a religious service. Moreover, the 
percentage of independents who do not attend church increases continuously after 1972, and it 
increases even more rapidly after 1988. Although Republicans are more religious than 
Democrats and independents, we need to give attention to the trend that the percentage of non-
church attenders are increasing in all three partisan group.  
 In summary, independents look that they are more secular or more atheist compared to 
any other partisan group. Also, the proportion of independents who are Protestant decreased 
significantly from 1960 to 2012. When we examine church attendance, independents look that 
they are less religious than any other partisan. When I compared their religion, Republicans are 
more Protestant and Democrats are more Roman Catholic and Jewish. Republicans look more 
religious than Democrats because the data shows that Republicans attend church more weekly 
than Democrats do. Interestingly, as shown in Figure 4-2, the proportion of people who are not 
religious or do not have religion has increased continuously in all three partisan groups between 
1960 and 2012. 
 
Income of Independents 
In order to examine the relationship between house income and party identification, 
people are classified into three classes according to their house income: low class (from 0 
percent to 33 percent), middle class (from 34 percent to 67 percent), and high class (from 68 
percent to 100 percent). Table 4-16 illustrate the percentage of low, middle, and high class in  
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<Table 4-16> Percentage of Each Economic Class for Three Party Identifications 
 
Democrats  Independents  Republicans 
Low 
-33% 
Middle 
34-67% 
High 
68%- 
 
Low 
-33% 
Middle 
34-67% 
High 
68%- 
 
Low 
-33% 
Middle 
34-67% 
High 
68%- 
1960 35.0 28.6 36.3  22.0 30.6 47.3  32.7 25.2 42.0 
1964 42.3 28.2 29.5  31.8 25.9 42.3  30.1 22.5 47.4 
1968 42.1 30.6 27.2  30.5 33.0 36.4  31.9 31.6 36.6 
1972 34.9 38.3 26.8  28.1 39.6 32.3  28.4 31.7 39.9 
1976 40.4 30.6 29.0  26.4 33.8 39.8  28.8 26.5 44.7 
1980 39.1 34.9 26.0  30.5 39.8 29.7  26.0 32.6 41.4 
1984 38.5 34.8 26.8  33.8 35.9 30.2  23.6 35.9 40.5 
1988 37.8 35.8 26.4  31.2 35.9 32.9  26.5 34.9 38.6 
1992 39.1 32.3 28.6  33.7 30.3 36.0  24.7 28.3 47.0 
1996 40.2 38.9 20.9  32.1 36.3 31.6  23.1 33.9 43.0 
2000 44.5 27.7 27.7  41.1 29.5 29.4  30.5 30.0 39.5 
2004 41.8 28.9 29.2  41.7 29.5 28.8  24.2 33.7 42.2 
2008 44.3 38.7 17.0  42.8 37.5 19.7  19.3 40.3 40.3 
2012 41.5 34.4 24.1  36.4 35.6 28.0  26.4 36.0 37.6 
Average 38.9% 33.4% 27.7%  32.4% 34.3% 33.3%  27.5% 31.6% 40.9% 
 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
each party identification. When I compared the income of percentage for each party 
identification, Republicans are generally wealthier than Democrats and independents. Comparing 
the percentage of only low-income people, there are more poor people among Democrats 
(average 38.9%) than among independents (average 32.4%) and Republicans (average 27.5%). 
When I look at the percentage of only high class people, there are more rich people among 
Republicans (average 40.9%) than among independents (average 33.3%) and Democrats 
(average 27.7%). Very interestingly, the percentage of lower income among independents is  
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<Table 4-17> Percentage of Partisanship in Each Economic Class  
 
Lower Class (0~33%)  Middle Class (34~67%)  Higher Class (68~100%) 
Dem Ind Rep  Dem Ind Rep  Dem Ind Rep 
1960 54.0 15.3 30.8  49.5 23.8 26.7  43.6 25.6 30.8 
1964 60.2 19.6 20.2  56.4 22.4 21.1  42.1 26.1 31.8 
1968 53.4 25.2 21.5  44.4 31.2 24.4  38.7 33.7 27.6 
1972 45.5 32.8 21.7  41.5 38.3 20.1  33.9 36.5 29.6 
1976 49.2 30.0 20.8  39.3 40.5 20.2  31.3 40.1 28.6 
1980 48.2 34.1 17.7  39.2 40.6 20.2  34.2 35.6 30.1 
1984 43.3 37.6 19.2  36.1 36.9 27.0  31.2 34.7 34.1 
1988 41.3 35.5 23.2  35.4 36.9 27.7  28.9 37.4 33.7 
1992 41.3 39.9 18.8  37.4 39.1 23.5  27.9 39.2 32.9 
1996 47.7 33.0 19.3  41.3 33.4 25.3  26.6 34.8 38.6 
2000 39.5 41.5 18.9  33.7 40.8 25.5  31.3 37.7 31.1 
2004 36.9 44.1 19.1  30.7 37.5 31.9  28.8 34.0 37.2 
2008 48.0 42.5 9.5  42.3 37.7 20.0  31.9 33.8 34.2 
2012 46.1 36.3 17.4  39.1 36.6 24.3  33.6 35.3 31.1 
Average 47.4% 32.0% 20.6%  41.4% 34.5% 24.0%  34.7% 33.8% 31.5% 
 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
situated in the middle between Republican and Democrats. The percentage of higher income 
among independents is also situated in the middle between Republicans and Democrats. 
As shown in Table 4-17, among lower income people, the percentage of Republican is 
lower than that of either Democrats or independents. The percentage of Republican among the 
poor has decreased from 32.7 percent in 1960 to 19.3 percent in 2008. However, the percentage 
of Democrats among the low class has been higher than that of either independents or 
Republicans. The proportion of Democrats among the low class has increased from 34.9 percent 
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in 1972 to 44.3 percent in 2008. Thus, among the low class, the income gap between Democrats 
and Republicans is greatest in 2008. Interestingly, the share of independents among the low 
income people is situated in the middle between Democrats and Republicans. More interestingly, 
the proportion of independents among the low income people has increased from 22.0 percent in 
1960 to 42.8 percent in 2008. Thus, the share of the poor has increased in the composition of 
independents since 1960. 
 On the contrary, among the rich, the percentage of Republicans has been higher than that 
of either Democrats or independents since 1968. The percentage of Democrats among the rich 
has been lower than that of either Republicans or independents. The percentage of independents 
has been situated in the middle between Republicans and Democrats. The proportion of the 
independents among the rich has decreased from 47.3 percent in 1960 to 19.7 percent in 2008. 
Therefore, in the composition of independents, the share of economically lower class people has 
more increased and the share of economically higher class people has more decreased. In 2012, 
independents’ income level is situated in the middle between Republicans and Democrats, but 
the proportion of poor independents has increased continuously from 1976 to 2008.  
In sum, as shown in the Table 4-17, among the poor, there are more Democrats (average 
47.4%) than independents (average 32.0%) and Republicans (average 20.6%). Among the poor, 
the share of Democrats is stable. However, the share of independents among the poor has 
increased between 1960 and 2000s and the share of Republicans has decreased. Thus, 
Republicans are wealthier than Democrats, and Democrats are generally poorer than 
Republicans. Independents are situated in the middle between the rich Republicans and the poor 
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Democrats.22  For independents, the share of the lower income people has increased. When we 
examine the low class, the share of independents has also increased. 
 
Education of Independents 
 In The American Voter Campbell and his colleagues (1960) researched electorate’s 
voting behavior in the 1950s and described independents as uninformed and uneducated people. 
Since then, however, independents’ education level has changed. As shown in Table 4-18, in 
1960, a quarter of independents had less than 8th grade education, but in 2012, only 2 percent of 
independents had less than 8th grade education. Also, in 1960, over a half of independents’ 
education had a 9th -12th grade education. However, between 1960 and 212 this decreased from 
54 percent to 32.9 percent. On the contrary, in 1960, a tenth of independents had some college 
education, but, in 2012, a third of independents had some college education. Similarly, the 
proportion of independents who had a college degree or more also increased from 11.4 percent in 
1960 to 30.4 percent in 2012. Thus, the education level of independents has continuously 
increased from 1960 to 2012. This phenomenon of the increase of the education level has shown 
in the same way for the two partisan groups. 
  In order to show the relationship between partisanship and education more simply, four 
education levels were combined into two groups: Lower Education (below 12th grade) and 
Higher Education (some college or more). As shown in the Figure 4-3, independents who had   
                                                          
22 When I examine the characteristics of pure independents’ income, the result shows almost the same as 
that of all independents. The percentage of pure independents having lower income is situated in the 
middle between Republicans and Democrats. Also the percentage of pure independents having higher 
income is situated in the middle between Democrats and Republicans. For example, in 2008, 46% of pure 
independents are low income, 37% are middle, and 20% of pure independents are economically high 
class. In 2012, 44% of pure independents are low income, 34% are middle, and 22% of pure independents 
are higher income class. 
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<Table 4-18> Education and Party Identification 
 
Democrats Independents Republicans 
0-8 
Grade 
9-12  
Grade 
Some  
College 
College 
/ More 
0-8 
Grade 
9-12  
Grade 
Some  
College 
College 
/ More 
0-8 
Grade 
9-12  
Grade 
Some  
College 
College 
/ More 
1960 34.0 50.2 9.1 6.4 25.2 52.8 10.6 11.4 26.2 44.0 15.8 14.0 
1964 30.5 50.9 9.7 8.5 17.8 54.1 16.4 11.3 17.1 49.6 15.5 16.8 
1968 31.6 50.9 9.1 8.1 12.6 49.2 21.1 16.6 18.1 46.7 16.3 18.7 
1972 24.2 51.7 14.9 9.1 14.6 53.9 17.3 14.1 20.1 44.9 16.3 18.5 
1976 22.0 51.9 13.7 11.5 11.6 50.7 22.0 15.5 14.8 43.8 19.9 21.2 
1980 15.8 53.1 17.4 13.2 9.6 54.1 21.9 14.3 8.8 42.3 24.0 24.6 
1984 13.1 49.1 23.2 14.1 10.0 50.3 23.5 15.8 7.8 42.1 28.2 21.3 
1988 13.6 48.5 20.3 15.7 8.9 50.6 19.5 19.3 5.9 39.4 28.1 24.9 
1992 10.7 47.3 20.9 19.7 6.1 45.8 24.4 20.8 5.5 35.5 24.3 30.9 
1996 5.9 45.6 25.5 22.8 4.4 43.1 26.7 25.8 1.5 32.5 29.5 36.1 
2000 5.0 37.8 29.6 27.6 2.6 38.6 29.7 28.2 2.7 25.8 32.0 39.3 
2004 4.2 38.1 27.8 29.9 3.0 38.8 33.0 25.2 1.4 27.2 34.2 37.1 
2008 5.3 44.3 29.1 20.5 3.3 47.0 31.7 17.6 3.0 30.9 33.7 31.9 
2012 3.0 35.0 33.0 27.8 2.2 32.9 33.4 30.4 0.6 28.5 32.8 36.9 
 
    Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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<Figure 4-3> Percentage of People having Higher Education 
 
                      Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
higher education increased from 22.0 percent in 1960 to 63.8 percent in 2012. Since 1996, more 
than a half of independents had at least some college education. The proportion of people with a 
higher education is slightly higher among Republicans than among independents and Democrats. 
However, all three partisan groups’ education levels increased consistently with a similar slope 
between 1960 and 2012. 
In summary, in the 1950s and the 1960s, when the authors of The American Voter 
conducted their surveys, the majority of the public had less than a high school education. Thus, 
they argued independents are usually not educated and not interested in politics. For example, in 
1960, only about 22 percent of independents had at least some college education. However, in 
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1996, over a half of independents had at least some college education, and this had increased to 
well over 63 percent in 2012.  
When I examine the pure independents’ level of education, the result shows a similar 
trend. Although the percentage of pure independents having a higher education (36.9%) is on 
average 10 percent lower than that of all independents (46.8%), the percentage of pure 
independents having a higher education has consistently increased from 19.8% in 1960 to 57.3% 
in 2012. Therefore, the majority of pure independents (57.3%) have at least some college or 
higher education in 2012, which is a different type from the traditional view of independents in 
the 1960s. Thus, this tremendous increase of education levels should increase the political skills 
and resources of the average citizen. Therefore, today’s independents are starkly different from 
the description of independents in The American Voter because of their increased educational 
levels. 
 
Political Interest of Independents 
Currently, independents are better educated than they were in the 1950s and the 1960s.  
Then, how about their political interest? According to the 1950 census, only 9 percent of homes 
had a television, so people could not even passively get their political information through a 
television (Kernell 2007). Instead, many relied on the radio at that time. However, since the 
1960s, television has grown rapidly in number, so today people can easily get access to political 
information through news programs and soft news programs. Moreover, since the 1980s, cable 
news channels can provide people with more political information on a twenty-four hour basis. 
Furthermore, since the 1990s, the Internet has spread very rapidly. Thus, more people can access  
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<Table 4-19> Political Interest in the Presidential Election 
 
 
Democrats  Independents  Republicans 
Very 
Interested 
Not 
Interested 
 
Very 
Interested 
Not 
Interested 
 
Very 
Interested 
Not 
Interested 
1960 66.0 34.0  54.0 46.0  76.9 23.1 
1964 73.5 26.5  50.7 49.3  66.1 33.9 
1968 66.7 33.3  58.3 41.7  72.9 27.1 
1972 61.3 38.7  48.4 51.6  77.2 22.8 
1976 67.1 32.9  41.8 58.2  65.9 34.1 
1980 63.7 36.3  38.6 61.4  70.5 29.5 
1984 71.8 28.2  49.0 51.0  76.4 23.6 
1988 66.7 33.3  46.9 53.1  73.7 26.3 
1992 79.8 20.2  65.9 34.1  82.9 17.1 
1996 84.9 15.1  69.6 30.4  82.0 18.0 
2000 85.5 14.5  65.7 34.3  85.8 14.2 
2004 88.5 11.5  75.9 24.1  95.4 4.6 
2008 91.0 9.0  66.1 33.9  88.1 11.9 
2012 91.4 8.6  71.8 28.2  88.2 11.8 
    
            Note: Figures represent the average percentages for the fourteen National Election Studies presidential     
            year surveys from 1968 through 2012. The difference between independents and partisans was significant    
            at the .01 level in each of the fourteen surveys. 
            Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
political information more abundantly and actively without the limitation of time and location. 
Growth of TV and the Internet might enable people to be more interested in politics.  
Table 4-19 shows people’s political interest in which party (1992 and later: who) wins the 
presidential elections in each presidential election year from 1960 to 2012.23 Most of all, 
partisans, both Democrats and Republicans, are more interested in who wins the presidential 
                                                          
23 Since 1992, the wording 'which party wins' has been changed to 'who wins' in the ANES survey 
question. 
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election than independents in every presidential election year from 1960 to 2012. However, very 
interestingly, the political interest among not only partisans but also independents has increased 
continuously, in particular, since 1980 through 2012.  
Although partisans’ political interest is usually higher than independents in every 
presidential election year from 1960 to 2012, it is worth noticing to the increasing trend of 
independents’ political interest. When we look at only independents in Table 4-19, the 
percentage of independents who are very interested in the outcome of presidential election 
increased from 38.6 percent in 1980 to 71.8 percent in 2012. The percentage of independents 
who are not interested in presidential election decreased from 61.4 percent in 1980 to 28.2 
percent in 2012. Thus, over 70 percent of independents today are very interested in who wins the 
presidential election. Therefore, these new type of independents are different from The American 
Voter’s initial description of independents in the 1950s.  
When I examine only pure independents’ political interest, they had a low interest (25-
40%) in politics until the 1980s. However, since 1992, a majority of pure independents 
(averaging over 50%) started to be very interested in the outcome of the presidential elections. 
The proportion of pure independents having high political interest has increased from 52.5 
percent in 1992 to 58.2 percent in 2012. Thus, although political interest of pure independents is 
on average 10 percent lower than that of all independents, at least a half (50%) of pure 
independents are very interested in presidential elections from 1992 to 2012. Therefore, we 
cannot ignore pure independents because they are not uninterested voters anymore. In 2012, a 
majority of pure independents (58.2%) care very much the outcome of the presidential election. 
In sum, the level of independents’ political interest in presidential elections has increased 
consistently from 1980 to 2012, which is the same as the other two partisan groups. In the 2000s, 
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over two-thirds of independents were very interested in who won in the upcoming presidential 
election. Thus, a majority of independents today are very interested in presidential elections. It 
seems that they are now more likely to go to the poll and cast a vote to the preferred party’s 
presidential candidate than they were in 1960s and 1970s.  
 
Political Ideology of Independents 
The ANES surveys generally measure ideology on a 7-point scale, ranging from extreme 
liberals to extreme conservatives. Generally, independents are more likely to be moderate and 
less likely to be found on the ideological extremes than are partisan voters. In order to compare 
each partisan group’s political ideology more effectively, I created three-point ideological 
positions: Liberal (combining extremely liberal, liberal and slightly liberal), Moderate, and 
Conservative (combining slightly conservative, conservative and extremely conservative). Table 
4-20 displays percentage of each partisan group’s self-ideological positions from 1972 to 2012. 
As shown in Table 4-20, from 1972 to 2012, just 17.7 percent of independents located 
themselves at the liberal positions and 26.1 percent of independents located themselves at the 
conservative positions on the scale.  
Meanwhile, the biggest portion of independents (average 30 percent of independents) 
located themselves at the moderate position, middle of the road on the scale. More interestingly, 
the proportion of moderate among independents increases rapidly from 27.3 percent in 2008 to 
41.1 percent in 2012. Also, the proportion of conservatives among independents increases 
dramatically from 21.9 percent in 2008 to 30.0 percent in 2012. Meantime, the proportion of 
people who do not know their ideological position decreases precipitously from 32.0 percent in 
2008 to 11.4 percent in 2012. 
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<Table 4-20> Political Identification and Political Ideology 
 
Democrats Independents Republicans 
Liberal 
Moder
ate 
Conser
vative 
DK Liberal 
Moder
ate 
Conser
vative 
DK Liberal 
Moder
ate 
Conser
vative 
DK 
1972 22.4 28.2 17.9 31.5 21.0 26.5 24.4 28.2 8.7 25.4 43.4 22.5 
1976 22.0 25.1 16.0 36.9 16.3 29.0 23.5 31.2 5.1 21.1 49.1 24.6 
1980 21.9 21.3 17.2 39.6 15.9 20.3 26.4 37.4 6.8 15.5 51.4 26.3 
1984 25.6 24.8 15.9 33.7 16.9 25.0 24.5 33.6 8.8 18.8 51.8 20.5 
1988 24.0 22.7 18.5 34.8 15.6 25.2 27.4 31.8 7.9 16.5 54.8 20.8 
1992 31.2 22.2 16.8 29.8 19.3 24.5 26.5 29.6 6.6 22.4 54.9 16.1 
1996 34.1 23.3 15.7 26.9 16.2 29.8 27.9 26.0 4.5 16.1 68.2 11.3 
2000 34.4 24.2 15.8 25.6 18.8 29.2 24.8 27.2 5.8 17.3 68.3 8.7 
2004 36.3 23.2 11.6 28.9 18.6 31.3 22.4 27.7 4.1 16.8 67.2 11.9 
2008 30.7 21.5 12.8 34.9 18.8 27.3 21.9 32.0 4.2 13.7 70.0 12.1 
2012 44.2 30.4 13.1 12.3 17.5 41.1 30.0 11.4 4.2 17.0 75.8 3.0 
Average 31.6% 25.4% 15.2% 27.8% 17.7% 29.9% 26.1% 26.2% 5.9% 18.4% 60.9% 14.7% 
 
Note: Figures represent the average percentages for the eleven National Election Studies presidential year surveys from 1968 through 2012.  
The difference between independents and partisans was significant at the .01 level in each of the eleven surveys. 
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When I examined the ideological position of pure independents, I found pure 
independents are a little more moderate than independents at large. An average of 34.2 percent of 
pure independents located themselves at the moderate position. Interestingly, the proportion of 
moderates among pure independents increases rapidly from 33.1 percent in 2008 to 55.0 percent 
in 2012, which is similar to the trend of all independents. Moreover, the proportion of pure 
independents who do not know their ideological position decreases precipitously from 39.5 
percent in 2008 to 13.0 percent in 2012. Thus, recently in 2012, a majority of pure independents 
(about 87%) answered they knew their ideological policy position, and over half of pure 
independents (about 55%) answered they are ideologically moderate. 
Among Democrats, the average proportion of liberals (31.6%) is higher than that of either 
moderates (25.4%) or conservatives (15.2%). Interestingly, the proportion of people who do not 
know their ideological position decreases steeply from 34.9 percent in 2008 to 12.3 percent in 
2012. Meanwhile, the proportion of liberals among Democrats increases rapidly from 30.7 
percent in 2008 to 44.2 percent in 2012. Also, the proportion of moderates among Democrats 
increases rapidly from 21.5 percent in 2008 to 30.4 percent in 2012.  
Contrary to Democrats, among Republicans, the average proportion of conservatives 
(60.9%) is much higher than that of either moderates (18.4%) or liberals (5.9%). While the 
proportion of people who do not know their ideological position decreases from 12.1 percent in 
2008 to only 3.0 percent in 2012, the proportion of conservative among Republicans increase 
from 70.0 percent in 2008 to 75.8 percent in 2012. Also the proportion of moderates among 
Republican increases from 13.7 percent in 2008 to 17.0 percent in 2012.  
Very interestingly, the proportion of people who do not know their ideological position 
decreases precipitously in all three partisan groups from 2008 to 2012. Meanwhile, the 
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proportion of liberals among Democrats, the proportion of conservatives among Republicans, 
and the proportion of moderates among independents increases during this period. 
 In summary, Republicans are increasingly locating themselves at the conservative 
position, and Democrats are also increasingly identifying themselves as liberal. Also, 
independents are increasingly placing themselves at the moderate position, middle of the road on 
the scale. Thus, independents today have more moderate ideological positions than the other two 
partisan groups. 
 
Summary of Independents’ Characteristics 
Since 1960 through 2012, independents have generally increased, so that they comprise 
almost 36 to 40 percent of the electorate. Moreover, independents are becoming more important 
because the recent presidential elections were so close that winners can be different depending 
on decisions of independents who do not have any firm allegiance for a major political party. 
Thus, it is very essential to know independents’ socio-demographic and political characteristics 
over time before I examine the relationship between the elite partisan polarization and 
independents’ political attitudes and participation in campaigns and voter turnout. 
Most of all, independents have distinct demographic characteristics, which are different 
from Democrats and Republicans. First, regarding age, independents are usually 5 or 6 years 
younger than partisans. However, since 2008 the age gap between independents and partisans 
has narrowed because average age of independents has been increased. This is mainly because 
most independents who were born between 1943 and 1958 are still keeping their independent 
identity even after they are getting older (54~ 69 years old). Second, regarding gender, the 
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proportion of women among independents is situated between Democrats and Republicans. 
Third, regarding race, the proportion of White independents and Black independents are also 
between Democrats and Republicans. Democrats are usually more Blacks and Republicans 
usually are more Whites. Interestingly, the percentage of the Hispanic electorate has increased 
rapidly since 2004. More interestingly, in 2012, Hispanics comprise 17 percent of independents, 
which is between Hispanic Democrats (21%) and Hispanic Republicans (11%). Fourth, 
independents’ average house income is also comfortably situated in the middle between 
wealthier Republicans and poorer Democrats. Fifth, regarding religion, independents are less 
Christian than other partisans. The proportion of other or no religion among independents is 
higher than that of either Democrats or Republicans. Moreover, the percentage of no religion 
among independents is consistently increasing. Independents are also less religious than 
partisans. Independents’ weekly church attendance rate is also lower than Republicans and 
Democrats. 
When I examine independents’ education level over time, the level of independents’ 
education has increased continuously from 1960 to 2012. Particularly, in 2012, 64 percent of 
independents have at least some college or more education. Also, independents’ education level 
is usually lower than Republicans but slightly higher than Democrats in 2012. As independents’ 
education level has increased, the level of independents’ political interest has also increased 
consistently. In particular, since 2004, average 70 percent of independents are very interested in 
who win the upcoming presidential election. Thus, independents today are more educated and 
more interested in politics than a few decades ago. Thus, these new independents are very 
different from those in the 1950s and 1960s. 
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Lastly, independents are ideologically more moderate than partisans. In 2012, 41 percent 
of independents located themselves ideologically as moderate, whereas 30 percent of Democrats 
and 17 percent of Republicans located themselves at the moderate position. When I compare 
each partisan group’s ideological positions, the proportion of independents are between liberal 
Democrats and conservative Republicans. Thus, in brief, Democrats are more liberal and 
Republicans more conservative. However, independents are more moderate and less 
ideologically extreme. Recently, elite partisans in Congress are very polarized that there is no 
one to represent independents whose ideological position is usually moderate. In the next 
chapter, therefore, I will explore how the elite partisan polarization in Congress has affected 
independents’ political attitudes and participation.  
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CHAPTER 5 
PARTY POLARIZATION AND INDEPENDENTS’ POLITICAL 
ATTITUDES AND PARTICIPATION 
 
Policy differences between Democrats and Republicans in Congress have increased over 
the past several decades. Thus, today nearly all elite Democrats are liberals and nearly all elite 
Republicans are conservatives. As a result, there is little to no ideological overlap between the 
two parties in Congress (Abramowitz, 2010; Levendusky, 2009; Thierault, 2008; Sinclair, 2006; 
McCarty, Pool, and Rosenthal 2006; Hetherington, 2001; Mockabee, 2001). When parties are so 
divided and head towards the extremes, independents, whose ideological position is usually 
moderate, may feel that they are more distant from the two parties. Moreover, independents may 
feel they are not being represented at all. Thus, in this chapter, I will explore how the elite 
partisan polarization in Congress has affected independents’ political attitudes and participation. 
Has the partisan polarization in Congress made independents more involved in politics or 
increasingly turned off? 
In my first supposition, some independents could increasingly have a stronger ideological 
position and participation in politics because they can easily find and understand the distinct 
differences between the two parties due to the party polarization. Also, some other independents 
may increasingly participate in politics when they feel that the president or the Congress goes in 
an ideologically extreme direction—too liberal or too conservative. This is because independent 
voters, whose ideological position is usually moderate, may want ideologically balanced 
governmental policies rather than ideologically extreme policies. They might want to fulfill the 
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democratic principle of checks and balances between the president and the Congress, which are 
operated by polarized partisan elites. 
However, other independents could show further indifference to politics because they feel 
alienated and that no political party adequately represents them. Some independents could be 
more apathetic because they despise troublesome conflicts between two extreme partisans. 
Because those independents detest the repeated dispute between Democrats and Republicans, 
they may not want to be involved in politics. Moreover, there are a few pure independents who 
are originally uninterested and uninformed about politics entirely for no specific reason. Could 
these pure independents also be affected by the elite partisan polarization in Congress?  
Broadly, as I discussed earlier in Chapter 2, there are two opposing views concerning the 
consequence of the partisan polarization in American politics. Most scholars agree that elite 
partisans in Congress have become more polarized since the late 1960s. However, they have 
different opinions about how this increased elite partisan polarization has impacted the mass 
public, in particular, whether or not this elite polarization has generated political polarization in 
the public.  
Scholars in the group I referred to as School 1, such as Fiorina, Abrams and Pope (2011), 
argue that most voters are still moderate and centrist. They agree that elite partisans in Congress 
are polarized, but they disagree that the elite partisan polarization has led to the public becoming 
more polarized. Rather, they argue that partisan polarization in Congress is alienating many 
moderate citizens from the political process, so the moderate citizens become further apathetic 
towards politics (Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2011; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; 
DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 1996; Baker 2005).  
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However, other scholars in the group I referred to as School 2, such as Hetherington 
(2001), Mockabee (2001), Abramowitz and Saunders (2008, 2010), argue that the elite 
polarization in Congress has influenced the mass public into becoming more polarized. The elite 
partisan polarization enabled ordinary Americans to understand two major parties’ ideological 
differences easily, which means that more people can be involved in the political process and 
turnout to vote. As partisan elites have moved to the ideological poles, ordinary voters have 
followed them. Thus, voters today are less centrist and have become more ideologically extreme. 
As a result, only a small number of moderates remain in the ideological center of the American 
electorate. (Abramowitz and Saunders 2008; Abramowitz 2010, 2006; Campbell 2006b). 
My research goal is to examine the effect of the elite partisan polarization in Congress on 
independent voters’ political attitudes and participation. In order to conduct this research, I take 
the assumption of the link between congressional polarization and perception of party differences 
(Mockabee 2001, Hetherington 2001 and Abramowitz 2010), so electorates’ awareness of party 
differences will be used as a proxy measure of the elite partisan polarization. Also, I test the 
expectation that the party polarization has served to energize the public by clarifying the party 
positions in elections, resulting in more people involved in the political process and increased 
turnout to vote (Mockabee 2001, Hetherington 2001 and Abramowitz 2010). I expect that the 
phenomena of the political polarization in American politics have become so apparent that even 
independents could be affected by the polarization after noticing differences between two parties 
more easily. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 
Using data from the nationally representative survey conducted by the American National 
Election Studies (ANES), I will examine how the partisan polarization in Congress has affected 
independents’ political attitudes for the last few decades. Next, I will examine how the party 
polarization has affected independents’ political participation. Therefore, I have two key research 
questions as follows.  
1) How has the elite polarization in Congress affected the independents’ various 
political attitudes such as ideological policy position, political efficacy, trust in 
government, and affection for parties? 
In other words, I will examine whether the elite polarization in Congress has affected 
the independents’ political attitudes or not. If so, I will find out what kinds of political 
attitudes held by independents have been significantly affected by the elite 
polarization in Congress. Then, I will determine how those independents’ political 
attitudes have changed during the past several decades due to the party polarization. 
2) How has the party polarization affected independents’ participation in political 
campaigns and voter turnout? 
In other words, I will examine whether there is a significant relationship between the 
partisan polarization in Congress and independents’ participation in political 
campaigns and voter turnout. In addition, I will examine indirect effects of the elite 
partisan polarization on independents’ political participation via mediating variables 
such as ideological policy position, political efficacy, trust in government, and 
affection for parties. 
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Political 
Polarization 
Independents’  
Political Attitudes 
- Ideological Extremity 
- Trust in Government 
- Political efficacy 
- Affection for parties 
 
Independents’ 
Voter Turnout 
Step 1 
Step 2 
Step 2 
Independents’ 
Campaign Participation 
<Figure 5-1> Research Model 
- Step 1: How has the elite polarization affected the independents’ various political  
attitudes, such as ideological policy position, political efficacy, trust in  
government, and affection for parties? 
- Step 2: How has the elite polarization affected independents’ political participation in  
campaigns and voter turnout? In this step, I will also conduct a path analysis to  
examine whether my hypothesized causal model is supported by the data. Also I  
will find out which causal connections are statistically significant and more  
important in my research model. Thus, I will depict how the elite partisan  
polarization has affected independents’ campaign participation directly and  
indirectly via mediating variables such as ideological extremes, political efficacy,  
trust in government, and  affection for parties.   
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Based on my reading of the literature, my research model is composed of two steps as 
shown in Figure 5-1. In the first step, I examine how the polarization at the elite level has 
affected independents’ political attitudes. Then, in the second step, I analyze how the elite 
polarization has affected independents’ campaign participation and voter turnout both directly 
and indirectly. This model suggests three core hypotheses to be investigated. 
 
     H1: The elite partisan polarization will affect independents’ political attitudes, such as  
ideological extremity, political efficacy, trust in government, and  
affection for parties. 
H1-a) As the elite partisan polarization increases, independents’ ideological policy  
          position will become more extreme. 
H1-b) As the elite partisan polarization increases, independents’ political efficacy  
         will increase. 
H1-b) As the elite partisan polarization increases, independents’ trust in government  
         will increase. 
H1-c) As the elite partisan polarization increases, independents’ emotion toward parties  
         will grow more intense. 
     H2: As the elite polarization increases, independents’ participation in political  
campaigns will increase.  
     H3: As the elite polarization increases, independents’ voter turnout will increase.  
 
In the Hypothesis 1, I expect that the more highly polarized Congress will significantly 
affect the various political attitudes of independent voters. Thus, there are more specific and 
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detailed hypotheses to be investigated. First, when the elite partisans are more polarized, 
independents’ ideological policy positions will become more extreme. If the two parties are 
severely polarized, some independents can easily recognize the ideological differences between 
two parties and will be able to move towards more conservative or more liberal ideological 
policy positions.  
Second, as the elite partisans are more polarized, independents’ political efficacy will 
increase. Political efficacy is citizens’ own belief that one can understand (internal efficacy) and 
influence (external efficacy) political affairs. Because the elite polarization makes the parties’ 
positions clearer, which enables independents to easily notice and understand the party 
differences, independents will achieve greater political efficacy. 
Third, independents’ level of trust in government will also have a significant positive 
relationship with the elite polarization. Some scholars argue that trust in government declined 
when split-ticket voting increased and neutrality toward the parties was high (Aldrich and Niemi 
1996; Wattenberg 1998; Hetherington 2005; Dalton 2008). According to Abramowitz (2010), 
when elite partisans are so polarized, independents become less neutral and less moderate. Thus, 
I hypothesize that as the elite partisan polarization increases, independents’ trust in government 
will also increase. 
Fourth, for reasons mentioned above, when the elite partisans are more polarized, 
independents’ emotions toward parties will grow more intense. As the polarization allows people 
to become more aware of party differences, I expect independents’ affection for parties will also 
increase because they can find out which party is closer to their preference.   
In Hypotheses 2 and 3, I will analyze how the elite polarization has affected the 
independents’ campaign participation and voter turnout. Watternberg (2008) demonstrated that a 
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low level of political information contributes to low levels of political participation. As the 
partisan elites are more polarized, independents can get more information on differences between 
the two parties more easily than in the past because the differences between the two parties are 
much greater than in the past and so quite obvious. Thus, independents can more easily find 
which party is closer to their political preferences, so they are more willing to participate in the 
political campaigns of one major party. By the same token, because of obvious elite partisan 
polarization, independents can gain more information on the differences between two parties’ 
presidential candidates, so they have more reason to go to the polls. Thus, I expect more 
independents will turn out to vote as the elite partisans become more polarized.  
 
Data and Method of Analyses 
For a measure of the party polarization, I will use both Poole and Rosenthal’s 
DW-Nominate scores and the ANES variable of “awareness of party differences.” Poole 
and Rosenthal’s DW-Nominate score is based on all recorded roll call votes in the history 
of the U.S. Congress. Polarization is measured as the difference between the Democratic 
and Republican Party mean DW-Nominate scores in the U.S. Congress. According to 
some scholars such as Abramowitz and Saunders (2006, 2008), Hetherington (2001), 
Mockabee (2001), and Kimball (1997, 2001), the ANES variable of “awareness of party 
differences” can be a proxy for a measure of the polarization. Thus, I will also use this 
variable as a proxy for a measure of the partisan polarization in congress after testing 
whether their correlation coefficient is sufficiently high.   
For a measure of independent voters, I will use the standard party identification 
variable in the ANES data. This item asks first if the respondent is a Republican, 
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Democrat, or independent, then asks a follow-up question about how strongly he or she holds the 
party identity or, in the case of independents, whether they feel closer to the Republicans, 
Democrats, or neither party. If independents who answered they are independents in the first 
question indicate a slight party preference in the second follow-up question, they are called 
independent leaners. If independents do not lean toward either party in the follow-up question, 
they are called pure independents. As discussed in the literature review in Chapter 3, there is a 
long-running controversy among scholars about whether independent leaners should be 
categorized as independents or as partisans. Thus, I will analyze all independents, combining 
pure independents and independent leaners, and then I will examine pure independents 
separately.  
For a measure of independent voters’ various political attitudes (i.e., ideological policy 
position, political efficacy, trust in government, and affection for parties) and their campaign 
participation and voter turnout, the ANES data from 1960 to 2012 are also employed (see 
Appendix A). 
For the research, I will use multiple regression and logistic regression analysis to 
investigate the relationship between the elite partisan polarization in Congress and independents’ 
political attitudes, campaign participation, and voter turnout. Independents’ demographic and 
socio-economic variables will be controlled. Additionally, I will conduct a path analysis using 
AMOS to illustrate the causal relationship between the elite partisan polarization and 
independents’ political participation directly and indirectly via mediating variables such as 
independents’ ideological extremes, political efficacy, and affection for parties. Thus, I will find 
the most important and significant causal connections among those variables. 
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Results and Discussions 
Descriptive Data Findings 
As shown in Figure 5-2, the trend in the polarization index of Poole and Rosenthal’s DW-
Nominate scores displays that the elite partisans in the U.S. Congress have been increasingly 
polarized since the 1960s. In particular, the partisan polarization in Congress has increased more 
rapidly since the 1980s. From 2009 to 2012, elite partisans in Congress are polarized entirely. As 
the polarization index increases, the public’s awareness of party differences has also generally 
increased since the 1970s. The percentage of electorates aware of important differences between 
the two parties has increased from 51 percent in 1972 to 83 percent in 2012. 
As shown in Figure 5-2, therefore, the public’s perceptions of party differences seem 
strongly correlated with elite partisan polarization in Congress, because these two trends are 
increasing together consistently from the 1970s to 2012. When I examine correlations between 
the polarization index and the public’s awareness of party differences, they are significantly 
correlated with each other (the Pearson correlation coefficient is .920 and p-value is .000). Thus, 
I conclude that these two variables, the polarization index and the public’s awareness of party 
differences, are strongly and positively correlated with each other. Therefore, I will use the 
public’s awareness of party differences as a proxy variable for the elite partisan polarization in 
Congress. This is also supported by some scholars such as Mockabee (2001) and Kimball (2001), 
who argued that the public’s perceptions of party differences can form a link between party 
polarization in Congress and polarization at a mass level. 
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<Figure 5-2> Elite Partisan Polarization and the Public’s Awareness of Party Differences 
  
           Source: McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2006), Polarized America (updated by authors in 2014 at  
           Voteview.com), and American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
Figure 5-3 illustrates that the trend in the public’s “awareness of party differences” more 
specifically according to three-point party identification. It shows that partisans perceived party 
differences more easily than independents in each presidential election year from 1980 to 2012.  
However, the slope of the increasing trend of independents is very similar to that of partisans. In 
other words, independents who are aware of important differences between the two parties have 
increased from 1980 to 2012, at almost the same rate as partisans. In 1980, 54 percent of 
independents perceived that there are important differences between the two parties. However, in 
2012, 74 percent of independents were aware of differences between two parties. This means that 
today independents are no longer uninformed voters, but are becoming more informed voters. 
Most independents today (74% of independents) know that there are important differences 
between the two major parties. 
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<Figure 5-3> Trend of Awareness of Party Differences according to Party ID 
 
                     Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
Multiple Regression Model Findings 
 In order to find out how the elite partisan polarization in Congress has affected 
independents’ various political attitudes, I conducted a multiple regression analysis using ANES 
time series cumulative data from 1960 to 2012. The key independent variable is independent 
voters’ awareness of party differences as a proxy for the partisan polarization in Congress. The 
dependent variables are independent voters’ political attitudes such as ideological extremity24, 
                                                          
24 In order to create a variable for ideological extremity, I fold the seven-point ideology scale so that it has 
four points, from 1 (moderate) to 4 (most extreme). For example, points 1 (extremely liberal) and 7 
(extremely conservative) are recoded 4 (most extreme), and points 2 (liberal) and 6 (conservative) are 
recoded 3, points 3 (slightly liberal) and 5 (slightly conservative) recoded 2, and point 4 (moderate, the 
midpoint) is recoded 1 (moderate).   
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political efficacy25, trust in government26, and affection for parties.27 Socio-demographic 
variables such as age, education, gender (coded 1 for female), income, and race (coded 1 for 
black) were controlled. Dummy variables representing the years in which the surveys were 
conducted were also included in the models. 
 When I examine the effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ political 
attitudes, as shown in Table 5-1, all four of the political attitude variables (i.e. ideological 
extremity, political efficacy, trust in government, and affection for parties) have been 
significantly affected by the party polarization. First of all, the elite partisan polarization in 
Congress has caused independents to move towards a more ideologically extreme position 
(regression coefficient =.313, p-value <.01). In other words, the elite partisan polarization 
enabled independents to recognize ideological differences between the two parties more easily, 
causing them to move towards a more ideological position from a moderate position. This result 
supports my hypothesis.  
Secondly, as I hypothesized, as the elite partisan polarization has increased, 
independents’ political efficacy has also significantly increased (regression coefficient = .348, p-
value <.01). Because of the increased elite partisan polarization, independents recognize party  
                                                          
25 For the variable of trust in government, I recoded point 3 (most trust) and 4 (always trust) into 3 (high 
trust), and created a variable of trust in government having three point scales, from 1 (low trust) to 3 (high 
trust). 
26 In order to create a variable for political efficacy, I combined three survey question variables asking: 1) 
whether a respondent agrees that sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that he or she 
can't really understand what's going on, 2) whether a respondent agrees that he or she doesn't have any 
say about what the government does, 3) whether a respondent agrees that public officials don't care much 
what people like him or her think. Thus, I created a variable of political efficacy having a seven-point 
scale from 0 (lowest efficacy) to 6 (highest efficacy).  
27 In order to create a variable for affection for parties, I used feeling thermometer ratings of the two 
parties, having 100 scales, from 0 (coldest) to 100 (warmest), and having a midpoint of 50 (neutral). For a 
variable of affection for parties, I added the feeling thermometer rating for the Democratic Party and 
feeling thermometer rating for the Republican Party and divided the sum by 2. 
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<Table 5-1> The Effect of The Elite Partisan Polarization on Independents’ 
Political Attitudes  
Variable 
Ideological  
Extremity 
Political 
Efficacy 
Trust in 
Government 
Affection for 
Parties 
Polarization 0.313*** 
(0.028) 
0.348*** 
(0.052) 
-0.037** 
(0.015) 
-1.062*** 
(0.401) 
Age 0.017** 
(0.008) 
-0.060*** 
(0.015) 
-0.017*** 
(0.004) 
0.194* 
(0.114) 
Education 0.070*** 
(0.016) 
0.421*** 
(0.030) 
-0.027*** 
(0.009) 
-1.800*** 
(0.235) 
Female 
 
-0.069*** 
(0.026) 
-0.153*** 
(0.051) 
0.023 
(0.015) 
1.576*** 
(0.384) 
Income -0.055*** 
(0.013) 
0.252*** 
(0.024) 
0.021*** 
(0.007) 
0.164 
(0.184) 
Black 
 
-0.023 
(0.051) 
-0.197** 
(0.093) 
-0.052** 
(0.026) 
5.082*** 
(0.648) 
Constant 1.780*** 
(0.063) 
1.360*** 
(0.180) 
2.462*** 
(0.034) 
56.657*** 
(0.882) 
 χ² 197.453*** 152.099*** 33.675*** 493.567*** 
 F 32.775*** 108.436*** 7.494*** 31.365*** 
Adjusted R2 0.038 0.097 0.006 0.035 
 N 6079 7400 8130 6542 
Note: Entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. ***p < .01; **p < .05; 
*p < .10 for one-tailed tests. Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012 
 
differences easily, which allows them to better understand politics. In doing so, independents 
gain more confidence that they can understand and influence political affairs. In sum, the elite 
partisan polarization in Congress has increased two of the independents’ political attitudes, such 
as ideological extremity and political efficacy. The elite partisan polarization has made 
independents become inclined towards more ideological extremes – more liberal or more 
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conservative. Also the elite partisan polarization helped independents achieve greater political 
efficacy.  
The other two political attitude variables, trust in government and affection for parties, 
also have been affected significantly by the party polarization. However, the direction of the 
relationship is negative, which is the opposite direction from what I expected. In other words, 
contrary to my hypotheses, as the elite partisan polarization has increased, independents’ trust in 
government (regression coefficient = -0.037, p-value < .05) and affection for parties (regression 
coefficient = -1.062, p-value < .01) have decreased significantly.  
The elite partisan polarization causes independents to have more ideologically extreme 
positions, from moderate to more liberal or more conservative. However, the elite partisan 
polarization affects independents to trust government less and to have less affection for political 
parties. Why do independents become more distrusting of government and dislike political 
parties more because of the elite partisan polarization? A possible reason is that most 
independents are still more moderate than partisans even though their ideological positions are 
affected by the elite partisan polarization. Thus, as the elite partisan polarization increases, a 
majority of independents who are still moderate could trust less in government because 
government itself is operated by extremely polarized partisan elites. By the same token, as the 
elite partisan polarization increases, moderate independents increasingly dislike quarreling 
political parties in which no more moderate partisan elites exist. In other words, most 
independents are still moderate, but the two major parties in Congress are ideologically polarized 
entirely. Thus, independents may feel that there is no political party that could represent them. 
Therefore, increasingly they do not like two major parties whose ideological policy positions are 
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too extreme. Also, increasingly they do not trust government which is operated by ideologically 
extreme partisan elites.  
When I examine the effect of socio-demographic variables, age affects all four 
independents’ political attitudes. As independents are getting older, they locate themselves at 
more ideologically extreme positions, and independents getting have warmer affection for their 
preferred political party. However, as independents are getting older, their level of political 
efficacy and trust in government has decreased.  
Among socio-demographic variables, education also affects all four independents’ 
political attitudes. As the education level of independents increases, independents are becoming 
more liberal or conservative than moderate, and their political efficacy also increases. However, 
as independents are getting higher education, they trust less in government and like the two 
major parties less.  
 As shown in Table 5-1, if independents are female, they are less ideologically extreme 
and they have lower political efficacy, all else equal. However, female independents are likely to 
have warmer affection for parties, which shows there is a gender gap between men and women 
among independents. When we examine the effect of income, as independents are wealthier, they 
are less ideologically extreme and achieve higher political efficacy. Wealthier independents are 
likely to trust more in government. However, there is no significant relationship between 
independents’ income and their affection for parties. Finally, the effect of race on independents’ 
affection for parties is very strong. If independents are black, they tend to have warmer affection 
towards their preferred political parties. However, black independents have lower political 
efficacy and less trust in government than non-black independents.     
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<Table 5-2> The Effect of The Elite Partisan Polarization on Pure Independents’ 
Political Attitudes  
Variable 
Ideological 
Extremity 
Political 
Efficacy 
Trust in 
Government 
Affection for 
Parties 
Polarization -0.003 
(0.047) 
0.395*** 
(0.090) 
0.064** 
(0.027) 
0.226 
(0.764) 
Age -0.009 
(0.014) 
-0.041 
(0.027) 
-0.017** 
(0.008) 
0.125 
(0.227) 
Education -0.010 
(0.027) 
0.343*** 
(0.051) 
-0.058*** 
(0.016) 
-3.004*** 
(0.457) 
Female 
 
-0.070 
(0.046) 
-0.175** 
(0.086) 
0.042 
(0.026) 
1.363* 
(0.745) 
Income -0.043* 
(0.022) 
0.286*** 
(0.041) 
0.010 
(0.012) 
0.289 
(0.352) 
Race 
 
0.162** 
(0.079) 
0.124 
(0.147) 
-0.017 
(0.043) 
5.388*** 
(1.149) 
Constant 1.857*** 
(0.105) 
0.689*** 
(0.195) 
2.486*** 
(0.059) 
56.084*** 
(1.641) 
 χ² 7.289* 43.945*** 12.010*** 129.981*** 
 F 2.023* 32.696*** 3.604*** 12.540*** 
Adjusted R2 0.004 0.087 0.007 0.043 
 N 1881 2549 2763 2134 
Note: Entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. ***p < .01; **p < .05; 
*p < .10 for one-tailed tests. Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012 
 
 An examination of the data on only pure independents shows a slightly different result. 
Table 5-2 displays how the elite partisan polarization has affected pure independents’ political 
attitudes. When I focus on pure independents, only political efficacy and trust in government are 
affected significantly by the elite partisan polarization. As the elite partisan polarization in 
Congress increases, pure independents achieve more political efficacy (regression coefficient 
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= .395, p-value < .01). This means that pure independents can understand politics better and gain 
more confidence, so that they are sure that they can influence political affairs more than in the 
past because of the increasing party polarization. When I examined the relationship between the 
party polarization and pure independents’ trust in government, the relationship is statistically 
significant but not very strong (regression coefficient = .064, p-value < .05).  
 When I examine the effect of socio-demographic variables on pure independents’ 
political attitudes, education has a strong effect. As the education level of pure independents 
increases, pure independents also achieve greater political efficacy. However, as higher number 
of pure independents are having better educations, they dislike the two major parties more 
because they are so polarized. If pure independents are female, their political efficacy decreases 
compared to males. Female pure independents have warmer affections for political parties than 
do males. As pure independents are wealthier, they are more moderate and their political efficacy 
also increases. If pure independents are black, they are more ideologically extreme and they have 
warmer affection for political parties.   
In conclusion, my multiple regression model shows that as the partisan polarization in 
Congress has increased, independents’ political efficacy has also increased. Also, because of the 
increasing party polarization, independents become inclined towards more ideologically extreme 
positons—from moderate to more liberal or to more conservative. When I examine only pure 
independents, their political efficacy is also increased as the elite partisan polarization increases. 
The partisan polarization in Congress makes the parties’ positions clearer, which enables even 
pure independents to understand the party differences more easily, so that pure independents can 
also achieve greater political efficacy. 
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Logistic Regression Model Findings 
 To explore the effect of the elite partisan polarization in Congress on independents’ 
political participation in campaigns and voter turnout, I used logistic regression because the 
dependent variable is dichotomous. One of the dependent variables, campaign participation, is 
coded 1 if the respondent participated in political campaigns, and 0 if not.28 The other dependent 
variable, voter turnout, is also coded 1 if the respondent voted, and 0 if not. The primary 
independent variable is independents’ awareness of party difference, a proxy for the elite partisan 
polarization. The logistic regression model also includes some standard socio-demographic 
controls for the respondent’s age, education, gender (coded 1 for female), income, and race 
(coded 1 for black).  
 Table 5-3 displays how the elite partisan polarization has affected independents’ 
participation in campaigns and voter turnout. The logistic regression model shows that perceived 
elite partisan polarization has a statistically significant relationship with independents’ 
participation in campaigns and with their voter turnout. These significant positive relationships 
are applicable not only to independents as a whole but also to pure independents.  
 As shown in Table 5-3, when I examine the effect of the elite partisan polarization on 
independents’ participation in campaigns, there is a strong positive relationship between the elite 
partisan polarization and independents’ campaign participation (Exp (B) = 2.105, p-value < .01). 
As the elite partisan polarization increases, the odds ratio for independents’ participation in 
                                                          
28 In order to create a variable for campaign participation, I combined three survey questions asking: 1) 
whether a respondent talked to anyone about why they are going to vote for (or against) one of the parties 
or candidates, 2) whether a respondent wears a campaign button, put a campaign sticker on his/her car, or 
placed a sign in his/her yard or window, and 3) whether a respondent has given or will give money to an 
individual candidate running for public office. In order to conduct a logistic regression, I recorded 1 if a 
respondent participated in at least one of those three campaign actions, and recoded 0 if not.  
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<Table 5-3> The Effect of The Elite Partisan Polarization on Independents’ 
Political Participation in Campaigns and Voter Turnout  
Variable 
All Independents  Pure Independents 
Campaign 
Participation 
Voter 
Turnout 
 
Campaign 
Participation 
Voter 
Turnout 
Polarization 2.105*** 
(0.053) 
2.173*** 
(0.055) 
 1.773*** 
(0.098) 
1.833*** 
(0.092) 
Age 1.081*** 
(0.015) 
1.423*** 
(0.017) 
 1.097*** 
(0.030) 
1.452*** 
(0.029) 
Education 1.274*** 
(0.030) 
1.727*** 
(0.034) 
 1.263*** 
(0.056) 
1.570*** 
(0.055) 
Female 
 
0.815*** 
(0.051) 
0.963 
(0.055) 
 0.753*** 
(0.096) 
1.010 
(0.089) 
Income 1.164*** 
(0.025) 
1.453*** 
(0.026) 
 1.173*** 
(0.046) 
1.533*** 
(0.043) 
Race  
 
0.949 
(0.094) 
0.836* 
(0.093) 
 0.901 
(0.163) 
0.892 
(0.147) 
Constant 0.113*** 
(0.121) 
0.038*** 
(0.137) 
 0.084*** 
(0.219) 
0.028*** 
(0.222) 
 χ² 516.636*** 1447.228***  119.925*** 461.093*** 
Nagelkerke R2 0.095 0.245  0.072 0.225 
 N 16112 
(33.0%) 
16112 
(33.0%) 
 5987 
(12.3%) 
5987 
(12.3%) 
Note: Entries are odds ratios for the predictors, Exp(B) with standard errors in parentheses. ***p < .01; 
**p < .05; *p < .10 for one-tailed tests. Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012 
 
campaigns increases almost 110 percent. In other words, when independents are aware of party 
differences because of the elite partisan polarization, the odds of their participation in campaigns 
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will be more than double the odds for independents who are unaware of party differences, all 
else equal.29  
When I examine the effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ voter 
turnout, there is also a strong positive relationship between the elite partisan polarization and 
independents’ voter turnout (Exp (B) = 2.173, p-value < .01). As the elite partisan polarization 
increases, the odds ratio for independents’ voter turnout also increases almost 117 percent. In 
other words, when independents are aware of party differences because of the elite partisan 
polarization, the odds of their voter turnout are more than two times the odds for independents 
who do not recognize party differences. This logistic regression model shows that the party 
polarization has increased independents’ political participation in campaigns and voter turnout. 
These findings support my hypotheses, and also offer support for the arguments of scholars such 
as Abramowitz and Saunders’ (2011) that as the elite polarization has increased, ordinary people 
can perceive party differences more easily, which also enables them to participate more in 
politics. 
Additionally, the elite partisan polarization has affected independents’ voter turnout 7 
percent more than independents’ campaign participation. This might be because political 
campaigns usually require more active participation such as putting a bumper sticker or placing a 
yard sign in front of their house. However, independents are usually moderate and some of them 
may not want to express their political preference in public. Thus, independents are more 
persuaded to turn out to vote by understanding important differences between the two parties. 
                                                          
29 The odds ratio is a comparison of odds—in this case, the odds for those who see party differences 
versus the odds for those who don’t. An odds ratio of 2 is telling us that the odds of participation for one 
group are twice the odds for the other group, all else equal.   
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Moreover, they may think that participation in voting itself is civic virtue and essential for our 
democratic society, rather than participating in campaigning. 
More interestingly, when I examine only pure independents, there is a significant positive 
relationship between the elite partisan polarization and pure independents’ campaign 
participation (Exp (B) = 1.773, p-value < .01). As the elite partisan polarization increases, the 
odds of pure independents’ campaign participation increases by 77 percent. Also, there is a 
significant positive relationship between the elite partisan polarization and pure independents’ 
voter turnout (Exp (B) = 1.833, p-value < .01). As the elite partisan polarization has increased, 
pure independents’ odds of voter turnout increased by 83 percent. In other words, the odds of 
voting for pure independents who recognize differences between the parties are 83 percent 
greater than for those who do not see important party differences. This is the most important 
finding through my logistic regression model because it shows that the elite partisan polarization 
has affected even pure independents’ political participation in campaigns and voter turnout 
significantly. It also debunks other scholars’ argument that pure independents should be ignored 
because they are usually uninformed, uninterested and uninvolved voters. 
In conclusion, the logistic regression model clearly shows that the increasing partisan 
polarization in Congress has increased the likelihood of independents’ political participation in 
campaigns and voter turnout. As the elite partisan polarization increases, independents can 
understand differences between the two parties more easily. Thus, they can find their preference 
in the current election, and finally they can participate in campaigns and turn out to vote for their 
preferred presidential candidate. Furthermore, when I examine only pure independents, the elite 
partisan polarization has affected pure independents’ political participation significantly. 
Although the impact of the polarization on pure independents is a little weaker than on all  
129 
 
<Table 5-4> The Effect of The Elite Partisan Polarization on Independents’ Campaign Participation  
Variable 
Independents’ Campaign Participation 
1960-
2012 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 
Polarization 2.105 
*** 
2.500 
*** 
3.237 
*** 
1.235 1.485 1.370 
* 
1.965 
*** 
1.986 
** 
1.954 
*** 
2.089 
*** 
1.941 
* 
1.608 
** 
1.613 
* 
2.168 
*** 
2.302 
*** 
Age 1.081 
*** 
1.003 0.784 
** 
1.094 0.977 1.022 0.917 0.921 1.154 
** 
0.912 
* 
1.277 
** 
1.078 1.010 1.107 
* 
1.238 
*** 
Education 1.27 
4*** 
1.108 1.602 
*** 
1.081 1.469 
** 
1.471 
*** 
1.233 1.477 
** 
1.292 
** 
1.201 
* 
1.038 1.444 
*** 
0.902 1.529 
*** 
1.158 
* 
Female 0.815 
*** 
0.927 0.656 0.695 0.759 0.492 
*** 
0.860 0.761 0.867 0.838 0.699 0.839 1.183 1.138 0.939 
 
Income 1.164 
*** 
1.498 
** 
1.114 1.321 
** 
1.472*
** 
1.358 
*** 
1.086 1.018 1.603 
*** 
1.107 1.276 1.043 1.356 
*** 
1.071 1.070 
Race 0.949 2.512 
* 
1.018 0.867 1.229 1.026 0.684 0.327 
* 
1.960 
* 
0.599 
* 
0.235 
* 
0.930 0.998 1.549 
* 
0.861 
Constant 0.146 
*** 
0.039 
*** 
0.290 0.360 0.064 
*** 
0.241 
* 
0.473 0.749 0.012 
*** 
0.696 0.441 0.143 
** 
0.308 0.042 
*** 
0.179 
** 
 χ² 516.63
6*** 
22.648
*** 
49.073
*** 
16.103
** 
28.119
*** 
58.818
*** 
21.938
*** 
19.706
*** 
51.191
*** 
47.851
*** 
20.671
*** 
24.051
*** 
12.632
** 
41.174
*** 
41.859
*** 
Nagelkerke R2 0.095 0.132 0.211 0.060 0.118 0.136 0.072 0.104 0.147 0.094 0.142 0.076 0.058 0.101 0.066 
 N 17427 
31.3% 
246 
20.8% 
353 
22.5% 
451 
29.0% 
981 
36.3% 
817 
36.3% 
593 
36.7% 
799 
35.4% 
753 
36.9% 
973 
39.2% 
573 
33.4% 
723 
40.0% 
469 
38.7% 
879 
37.9% 
1389 
23.5% 
Note: Entries are odds ratios for the predictors, Exp(B). They are exponentiation of the logistic regression coefficients. 
 ***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .10 for one-tailed tests.  
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
130 
 
<Table 5-5> The Effect of The Elite Polarization on Independents’ Voter Turnout  
Variable 
Independents’ Voter Turnout 
1960-
2012 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 
Polarization 2.173 
*** 
1.427 
 
3.924 
*** 
2.197 
*** 
1.898 
** 
1.663 
** 
2.442 
*** 
2.193 
** 
2.399 
*** 
2.141 
*** 
1.580 1.618 
* 
3.472 
*** 
2.069 
*** 
2.641 
*** 
Age 1.423 
*** 
1.571 
*** 
1.484 
*** 
1.326 
*** 
1.257 
*** 
1.392 
*** 
1.485 
*** 
1.597 
*** 
1.575 
*** 
1.393 
*** 
1.534 
*** 
1.458 
*** 
1.270 
** 
1.246 
*** 
1.466 
*** 
Education 1.727 
*** 
2.097 
** 
1.448 
* 
1.120 2.230 
*** 
1.759 
*** 
2.235 
*** 
2.753 
*** 
2.595 
*** 
2.862 
*** 
1.672 
** 
2.234 
*** 
2.701 
*** 
2.138 
*** 
1.354 
** 
Female 0.963 0.899 0.661 1.067 0.754 0.827 0.845 0.901 1.060 1.142 
 
1.843 
* 
1.051 0.747 1.471 
* 
1.385 
Income 1.453 
*** 
1.794 
** 
1.642 
*** 
1.715 
*** 
1.241 1.607 
*** 
1.518 
*** 
1.531 
*** 
1.745 
*** 
1.675 
*** 
1.547 
*** 
1.390 
*** 
1.203 1.331 
*** 
1.193 
Race 0.836 
* 
0.926 1.165 0.273 
* 
0.688 1.004 1.030 0.221 
*** 
1.083 0.900 1.022 0.956 1.773 1.498 1.121 
Constant 0.038 
*** 
0.049 
* 
0.073 
** 
0.463 0.171 
* 
0.053 
*** 
0.024 
*** 
0.064 
** 
0.003 
*** 
0.010 
*** 
0.009 
*** 
0.020 
*** 
0.016 
*** 
0.014 
*** 
0.103 
** 
 χ² 1447.2
88*** 
24.848 
*** 
60.164
*** 
46.544
*** 
43.363 83.170 
*** 
87.797
*** 
73.120
*** 
164.27
2*** 
184.07
6*** 
36.058 
*** 
95.340
*** 
61.789
*** 
83.284
*** 
55.814 
*** 
Nagelkerke R2 0.245 0.183 0.268 0.175 0.177 0.196 0.277 0.352 0.400 0.347 0.232 0.285 0.287 0.205 0.128 
 N 16112 
33.0% 
246 
20.8% 
353 
22.5% 
451 
29.0% 
981 
36.3% 
817 
36.3% 
593 
36.7% 
799 
35.4% 
753 
36.9% 
973 
39.2% 
573 
33.4% 
723 
40.0% 
469 
38.7% 
879 
37.9% 
1389 
23.5% 
Note: Entries are odds ratios for the predictors, Exp(B). They are exponentiation of the logistic regression coefficients. 
 ***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .10 for one-tailed tests.  
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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independents, as the elite partisan polarization increases, pure independents’ participation in 
campaigns and voter turnout increases significantly.  
 Among controlled socio-demographic variables, age, education, and income have 
significantly affected independents’ participation in campaigns and voter turnout. As 
independents are older, better educated, and wealthier, their political participation in campaigns 
and voter turnout is increased. If independents are female, they participate more in campaigns. If 
independents are African American, they turn out to vote more, all else equal.  
Analyzing the ANES cumulative data from 1960 to 2012 using logistic regression 
models, I found that the elite partisan polarization has increased independents’ political 
participation in campaigns and voter turnout. To explore the effect of the elite partisan 
polarization on independents’ campaign participation and voter turnout in each presidential 
election year from 1960 to 2012, I ran the logistic regression after splitting the data file by each 
presidential election year. 
As shown in Table 5-4, when I examine odds ratios, Exp (B) for the effect of the elite 
partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation in each presidential election year, 
the elite partisan polarization has positively affected independents’ campaign participation in 
most presidential election years from 1960 to 2012 (excepting only 1968 and 1972). 
Table 5-5 also displays that the elite partisan polarization has positively affected 
independents’ voter turnout in each presidential election year from 1960 to 2012 (excepting only 
1960 and 1996). As the elite partisans in Congress are more polarized, independents can 
recognize party differences more easily, which has made independents more likely to participate 
in campaigns and voter turnout in most presidential election years. 
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<Table 5-6> The Effect of Independents’ Awareness of Party Differences and 
Political Attitudes on their Political Participation  
Variable 
All Independents  Pure Independents  
Campaign 
Participation 
Voter 
Turnout 
 
Campaign 
Participation 
Voter 
Turnout 
Polarization 2.025*** 
(0.090) 
1.898*** 
(0.096) 
 1.693*** 
(0.175) 
1.328* 
(0.170) 
Ideological 
Extreme 
1.401*** 
(0.047) 
1.188*** 
(0.053) 
 1.302*** 
(0.099) 
1.231** 
(0.100) 
Political 
Efficacy 
1.091*** 
(0.022) 
1.201*** 
(0.026) 
 1.092* 
(0.047) 
1.195*** 
(0.048) 
Trust in 
Government 
0.860* 
(0.083) 
0.898 
(0.093) 
 1.133 
(0.168) 
0.899 
(0.167) 
Affection for 
Parties 
0.996 
(0.003) 
1.002 
(0.004) 
 0.988* 
(0.006) 
1.008 
(0.006) 
Age 1.085*** 
(0.025) 
1.476*** 
(0.031) 
 1.124** 
(0.054) 
1.519*** 
(0.056) 
Education 1.110** 
(0.051) 
1.584*** 
(0.060) 
 1.184 
(0.106) 
1.572*** 
(0.106) 
Female 
 
0.891 
(0.083) 
1.101 
(0.095) 
 0.784 
(0.176) 
1.087 
(0.171) 
Income 1.089** 
(0.040) 
1.320*** 
(0.045) 
 1.065 
(0.087) 
1.534*** 
(0.084) 
Race  
 
1.018 
(0.166) 
0.766 
(0.174) 
 1.090 
(0.287) 
0.985 
(0.292) 
Constant 0.127*** 
(0.327) 
0.030*** 
(0.373) 
 0.072*** 
(0.654) 
0.011*** 
(0.665) 
 χ² 225.716*** 510.882***  43.322*** 156.878*** 
Nagelkerke R2 0.108 0.244  0.083 0.257 
 N 16112 
(33.0%) 
16112 
(33.0%) 
 5987 
(12.3%) 
5987 
(12.3%) 
Note: Entries are odds ratios for the predictors, Exp(B) with standard errors in parentheses. ***p < .01; 
**p < .05; *p < .10 for one-tailed tests. Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
133 
 
Finally, to explore not only the effect of the elite partisan polarization but also the effect 
of independents’ various political attitudes on their political participation in campaigns and voter 
turnout, I assigned the elite partisan polarization and all four political attitude variables (i.e. 
ideological extremity, political efficacy, trust in government and affection for parties) to 
independent variables for the logistic regression model.30 The dependent variables are 
independents’ campaign participation and voter turnout. Independent voters’ demographic and 
socio-economic variables are controlled.   
As shown in Table 5-6, the logistic regression model displays that the elite partisan 
polarization is the strongest predictor on independents’ participation in campaigns (Exp (B) = 
2.025, p-value < .01) and voter turnout (Exp (B) 1.898, p-value < .01). Independents’ 
participation in campaigns and voter turnout increases as the elite partisan polarization increases, 
as independents’ ideological positions become more extreme, and as independents’ political 
efficacy increases. Among controlled socio-demographic variables, as independents are older, 
better educated, and wealthier, their political participation increases. 
When I only focus on pure independents, the result is almost the same. The elite partisan 
polarization mostly affects pure independents’ participation in campaigns and voter turnout in a 
positive way. As the elite partisans are more polarized, pure independents are better aware of 
differences between the two parties, which enables them to participate more in campaigns and 
voter turnout. Also, as pure independents have more ideologically extreme positions and higher 
political efficacy, they participate more in campaigns and voter turnout. Among controlled socio-  
                                                          
30 In order to separate out these all individual effects, I conducted a multivariate analysis that includes all 
these variables in a single model and use statistical methods to estimate the effect of each variable while 
holding constant the effects of the other variables in the model. 
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<Figure 5-4> Path Diagram: The Effect of the Elite Partisan Polarization on Independents’ 
Participation in Campaigns (Standardized) 
 
 
 
       Note: Entries are estimations of standardized regression weights. 
       Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
demographic variables, as we expect, age, education and income have significant positive effect 
on pure independents’ political participation. As pure independents are older, better educated, 
and wealthier, they participate more in campaigns and voter turnout. 
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<Table 5-7> Effect of the Elite Partisan Polarization on Independents’ Participation in 
Campaigns (Regression Coefficients and Model Summary) 
Causal Path  Estimate S.E. Stand. Est. P 
Ideological Extreme  Elite Partisan Polarization .342 .028 .180 *** 
Political Efficacy  Elite Partisan Polarization .205 .022 .120 *** 
Trust in Government  Elite Partisan Polarization -.031 .015 -.026 ** 
Affection for Parties  Elite Partisan Polarization -2.009 .417 -.071 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Ideological Extreme .114 .010 .145 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Political Efficacy .081 .011 .092 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Trust in Government -.032 .015 -.026 ** 
Participation in Campaigns  Affection for Parties -.002 .001 -.039 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Elite Partisan Polarization .186 .018 .125 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Age .030 .004 .071 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Race (Black) .023 .028 .009 .414 
Participation in Campaigns  Income .055 .008 .085 *** 
Participation in Campaigns   Education .090 .009 .113 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Gender (Female) -.058 .015 -.040 *** 
χ²            3902.256   (df=41, P=.000)  
NFI .227    
RMSEA .097    
 
Note: Entries are estimates and standardized estimates of regression weights with standard errors. 
*** indicates relationship is statistically significant at p < .001; **p < .05; *p < .10  
Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
As shown in Table 5-6, through the logistic regression model, I found that independents’ 
political participation is significantly affected by the elite partisan polarization, independents’ 
ideological extremity, and their political efficacy. Then, among those variables, which causal 
136 
 
connections are more important? In order to evaluate whether my hypothesized research model 
(Figure 5-1) effectively explains how the elite partisan polarization has affected independents’ 
political participation directly and indirectly via independents’ political attitude variables, I 
conducted a path analysis using Amos, a structural equation modeling software.31 Path analysis 
is an extended form of multiple regression focusing on causality, and can be viewed as a special 
case of structural equation modeling (SEM) in which only single indicators are employed for 
each of the variables in the causal model.  
Through a path analysis, as shown in Figure 5-4, I estimated the magnitude and 
significance of hypothesized causal connections between those variables in my research model.  
Figure 5-4 illustrates a path diagram explaining my hypothesized causal relationships directly 
between the elite partisan polarization and independents’ campaign participation, and indirectly 
via mediating variables such as independents’ ideological extremity, political efficacy, trust in 
government, and affection for parties.  
Within a given path diagram in Figure 5-4, path analysis tells us which are the 
statistically significant and more important paths. First of all, most variables in my hypothesized 
causal model are statistically significant, with race as the only exception. Second, the elite 
partisan polarization has a significant direct effect on independents’ campaign participation. 
Third, indirect effects of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation 
are also suggested; the elite partisan polarization positively affects independents’ ideological  
                                                          
31 Path analysis or structural equation model is an extension of multiple regression. Thus, in a path 
analysis or structural equation model, it is impossible to use a nominal or dichotomous variable. Thus I 
could not use the voter turnout variable as a dependent variable because voter turnout is dichotomous, 
either voted (coded 1) or not voted (coded 2). Therefore, I used only the campaign participation variable 
having four categories (a range from never (=0) to 3 activities or more (= 3) as a dependent variable.  
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<Figure 5-5> Path Diagram: The Effect of the Elite Partisan Polarization on Pure 
Independents’ Participation in Campaigns  
 
 
 
       Note: Entries are estimations of standardized regression weights. 
       Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
 
extremity which in turn affects independents’ campaign participation positively, and the elite 
partisan polarization positively affects independents’ political efficacy which in turn affects 
independents’ campaign participation positively. The indirect effects of the elite partisan 
polarization on independents’ campaign participation via affection for parties and trust in 
government are also significant but smaller than other indirect causal relationships. The result  
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<Table 5-8> Effect of the Elite Partisan Polarization on Pure Independents’ Participation 
in Campaigns (Regression Coefficients and Model Summary) 
Causal Path Estimate S.E. Stand. Est. P 
Ideological Extreme  Elite Partisan Polarization .002 .046 .001 .966 
Political Efficacy  Elite Partisan Polarization .159 .037 .095 *** 
Trust in Government  Elite Partisan Polarization .039 .027 .032 .155 
Affection for Parties  Elite Partisan Polarization -.104 .719 -.004 .885 
Participation in Campaigns  Ideological Extreme .049 .015 .070 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Political Efficacy .085 .016 .114 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Trust in Government -.007 .021 -.007 .738 
Participation in Campaigns  Affection for Parties -.001 .001 -.022 .344 
Participation in Campaigns  Elite Partisan Polarization .176 .024 .140 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Age .018 .006 .050 ** 
Participation in Campaigns  Race (Black) -.001 .036 -.001 .973 
Participation in Campaigns  Income .037 .011 .068 *** 
Participation in Campaigns   Education .068 .013 .098 *** 
Participation in Campaigns  Gender (Female) -.092 .022 -.073 *** 
χ²            1366.613   (df=41, P=.000)  
NFI .162    
RMSEA .093    
 
Note: Entries are estimates and standardized estimates of regression weights with standard errors. 
*** indicates relationship is statistically significant. (***p < .001, **p < .01, *p< .05)  
Yearly dummy variables included but not shown in table. 
Source: American National Election Studies, Time Series Cumulative Data file, 1960-2012. 
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tells us that the direct effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ campaign 
participation is positive and larger than any other indirect effect.32 
More specifically, Table 5-7 shows the regression coefficients for each hypothesized 
causal connection in the path analysis. Most of all, the elite partisan polarization made 
independents move towards more ideological extremes (standardized coefficient r =.180, p  
< .001), which in turn enables independents to participate more in campaigns (standardized 
coefficient r=.145, p< .001). Also, the elite partisan polarization helps independents achieve 
greater political efficacy (standardized coefficient r = .120) which in turn enables independents  
to participate more in campaigns (standardized coefficient r = .092, p < .001). The elite partisan 
polarization also directly affects independents’ campaign participation (standardized coefficient r  
= .125, p < .001). Table 5-7 also shows my hypothesized causal model is an overall fit with the 
data. Even though NFI (Normed fit index) is low, Chi-square is significantly high. Also, RMSEA 
(Root mean square error of approximation) shows that my causal model is statistically adequate.  
 Therefore, I conclude that my hypothesized causal model is supported by the data 
through the path analysis. Among causal connections, first of all, the direct effect of the elite 
partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation is most important and stronger 
than any other indirect effect in my research model. Next, the indirect effect of the elite partisan 
                                                          
32 Many researchers like to calculate the overall impact of one variable on another in a structural equation 
model. This is done by simply adding the direct effect of the elite partisan polarization (0.125) with the 
indirect effects. The indirect effects are calculated by multiplying the coefficients for each path from the 
elite partisan polarization to independents’ campaign participation. For example, elite partisan 
polarization -> ideological extreme -> campaign participation is 0.18 x 0.145 = 0.026, polarization -> 
political efficacy -> campaign participation is 0.12 x 0.092 = 0.011, polarization -> trust in government -> 
campaign participation is -0.026 x -0.026 = 0.001, and polarization -> affection for parties -> campaign 
participation is -0.071 x -0.039 = 0.003. Thus total indirect effect is 0.041. The total effect of the elite 
partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation is then 0.125 (direct effect) + 0.041 
(indirect effect) = 0.167. 
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polarization on independents’ campaign participation via ideological extremes is a little stronger 
than via political efficacy and affection for parties. Among socio-demographic variables, 
education most affects independents’ campaign participation. Independents who have better 
educations participate more in campaigns. 
Figure 5-5 displays a path diagram explaining the causal relationship between the elite 
partisan polarization and pure independents’ campaign participation. When I examined only pure 
independents, some causal connections that were significant in Figure 5-4 became insignificant 
and were excluded in the causal model as shown in Figure 5-5. Thus, pure independents’ trust in 
government and affection for parties are no longer significant mediating variables connecting the 
elite partisan polarization and pure independents’ campaign participation. 
As shown in Table 5-8, the direct effect of the elite partisan polarization on pure 
independents’ campaign participation is most important and strongest (r = .140, p < .001) in the 
causal model. Next, the indirect effect of the elite partisan polarization on pure independents’ 
campaign participation via their political efficacy is important. Thus, as the elite partisans in 
Congress become more polarized, pure independents can understand differences between the two 
parties more easily, which in turn helps pure independents achieve a greater political efficacy. As 
a result, pure independents can participate more in campaigns. 
Although pure independents’ ideological positions are not affected by the elite partisan 
polarization, pure independents’ ideological extremity positively affects their campaign 
participation. Among controlled socio-demographic variables, education is most important and 
strongest. As pure independents are better educated, wealthier and older, they participate more in 
campaigns. The measurement of the model fit through Chi-square, NFI, and RMSEA offered an 
acceptable fit to the data. 
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Conclusion 
My multivariate regression model shows how the elite partisan polarization has affected 
independents’ various political attitudes. First, the elite partisan polarization in Congress has 
increased independents’ political efficacy and the extremity of their ideological positions. Thus, 
today’s independents can understand politics more and think they can affect political affairs, 
which can lead them to go to the polls. Also, today’s independents can understand politics more 
easily because of the distinctive polarization of elite partisans in Congress. Thus, they find their 
ideological preference and move towards more ideologically extreme positions from moderate 
ones, although they still don’t want to have any party affiliation.  
Also, my multiple regression model shows that the elite partisan polarization has a 
negative effect on independents’ affection for the parties and trust in government. This means 
that the elite partisan polarization makes independents dislike political parties more because 
independents are not satisfied with polarized political parties. The elite partisan polarization 
makes independents trust less in government because any branch of government is operated by 
polarized partisan elites. 
My logistic regression model shows that the elite partisan polarization has increased 
independents’ political participation in campaigns and voter turnout. Even pure independents’ 
political participation has been affected by the elite partisan polarization in the same way. The 
results presented in this chapter suggest that the elite partisan polarization has affected the 
electoral behavior of independents who have been traditionally ignored by scholars because of 
their reputation as unreliable voters having no interest, no knowledge, and no involvement in 
politics.  
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My logistic model supports Abramowitz’s (2010) arguments that the elite partisan 
polarization in Congress makes parties’ positions clearer. Thus, ordinary citizens can understand 
differences between the two parties more easily, which helps them to find their ideological 
policy positions. Also, my data support Abramowitz’s argument that the elite partisan 
polarization enables independents to participate more in politics in ways like voter turnout. 
However, the data does not support Abramowitz’ argument that centrists, including independents 
and moderates, are decreasing or disappearing because of the elite partisan polarization. The data 
has shown that the share of independents has increased, and there are still a lot of independents 
and moderates in the public, as Fiorina argued. It is true that the elite partisan polarization makes 
independents participate more in campaigns and voter turnout; however, it does not mean that 
the elite partisan polarization made independents or moderates disappear. Rather, the elite 
partisan polarization makes independents dislike political parties more, so independents do not 
want to have any party affiliation.  
While there are still a lot of moderate and independent voters in the mass public, the data 
does not support Fiorina’s argument that the elite partisan polarization makes moderates or 
independents be turned off by politics. As my logistic regression model has shown, the elite 
partisan polarization has increased independents’ political participation in campaigns and voter 
turnout. Most of today’s independents are very interested and more involved in politics due to 
the effect of the elite partisan polarization. Thus, today’s independents are different from 
traditional descriptions of independents in The American Voter (1960). Because of the elite 
partisan polarization, today’s independents have participated in politics more actively and turn 
out to vote more frequently than independents did in the 1960s. 
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In addition, my path analysis showed the direct and indirect effect of the elite partisan 
polarization on independents’ campaign participation. The direct effect of the elite partisan 
polarization is strongest and most important to independents’ campaign participation. The 
indirect effect of the elite partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation via all 
four political attitude variables is significant. In other words, independents, who are aware of 
party differences, become more ideologically extreme and achieve a greater political efficacy, 
which, in turn, increases their political participation in campaigns. Also, because of the elite 
partisan polarization, independents dislike political parties more and distrust government more, 
which, in turn, makes independents participate more in political campaigns. For pure 
independents, only political efficacy has a significant indirect effect mediating between the elite 
partisan polarization and pure independents’ participation in politics.  
In sum, the elite partisan polarization enables independents to understand differences 
between the two parties more easily, which in turn helps independents achieve a greater political 
efficacy or find an ideological preference. Also, the elite partisan polarization makes 
independents dislike political parties and distrust government more. As a result, independents 
participate more in campaigns and vote with greater frequency. Thus, my findings support my 
hypothesized causal model and also support some scholars such as Hetherington (2001), 
Mockabee (2001), and Abramowitz and Saunders (2010), who argued that the elite partisan 
polarization has clarified the parties’ ideological positions for ordinary Americans, so more 
people can understand party differences easily and be more involved in the political process. In 
the next concluding chapter, I will summarize the findings of the dissertation and discuss their 
implications as well as avenues for future research. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION: INDEPENDENT VOTERS DECIDE 
 
Summary of Findings and Implications 
The analysis in this dissertation has focused on the effect of the elite partisan polarization 
on independent voters’ political attitudes and electoral behavior. According to previous research, 
most scholars have agreed that the elite partisans in Congress have been quite polarized. 
However, there is not agreement among scholars regarding whether the partisan polarization in 
Congress has affected the mass public or not. Further, they have opposing views on whether the 
party polarization has made ordinary people more likely to participate in politics or more 
dismissive about politics. Thus, I targeted independent voters whose ideological policy position 
is usually moderate. Then, I examined how the elite partisan polarization in Congress has 
affected independents’ political attitudes and participation in campaigns and voter turnout since 
the 1960s, using multiple and logistic regression analysis as well as path analysis.   
For the study, I first analyzed the ANES data to describe who independents are, and in 
particular, independents’ social and political characteristics. In Chapter 4, my descriptive 
analysis showed how independents’ characteristics are different from other partisans such as 
Democrats and Republicans. In addition, the analysis of ANES data revealed how the 
characteristics of today’s independents have been changed and are different from the traditional 
view of independents in the 1960s. Most of all, the data showed that the share of independents 
has increased continuously from 1960 to 2012, and currently they comprise almost 40 percent of 
the electorate. Thus independents have become too large a group to ignore in studying electoral 
behavior. Regarding age, the data showed that independents are usually five or six years younger 
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than partisans. Independents are also more often secular and atheist than partisans, so they attend 
church services less than partisans.  
Independents’ ideological policy position is more moderate than partisans. As their 
ideological characteristic, moderate, is situated well in the middle position between liberal 
Democrats and conservative Republicans, all other characteristics including gender, race and 
income have been usually situated in the middle between Democrats and Republicans. Regarding 
gender, the proportion of women among independents falls between Democrats and Republicans. 
The characteristic of independents’ race is also situated in the middle between black Democrats 
and white Republicans. In addition, according to the data, we need to give attention to the recent 
increasing percentage of the Hispanic electorate. In 2012, Hispanics comprise 17 percent of 
independents, which also falls between Hispanic Democrats (21%) and Hispanic Republicans 
(11%). Moreover, independents’ average house income is also comfortably situated in the middle 
between wealthier Republicans and poorer Democrats.  
In the descriptive analysis, I focused more on independents’ level of education and their 
political interest over time. The level of independents’ education has increased continuously 
from 1960 to 2012. Particularly, in 2012, 64 percent of independents have a higher education (at 
least some college). Even a majority of pure independents (57 percent) also have a higher 
education in 2012. As independents’ education level has increased, the level of independents’ 
political interest has also increased consistently. In particular, from 2004 to 2012, an average of 
70 percent of independents are very interested in who wins the upcoming presidential election. 
Even pure independents, who are traditionally regarded as uninterested voters, begin to be very 
interested in who wins the presidential election after 1992. The proportion of pure independents 
having higher political interest has increased from 52.5 percent in 1992 to 58.2 percent in 2012. 
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Thus, in 2012, over two-thirds of independents and almost 60 percent of pure independents are 
very interested in politics, particularly who wins the upcoming presidential election.  
In other words, the data have revealed that independents today are more educated and 
more interested in politics than a few decades ago. Therefore, these new independents are very 
different from the traditional type of independents in the 1960s. Even though Campbell and his 
colleagues in The American Voter (1960) acknowledged that ideal independents are interested in 
government and politics, pay attention to both sides in a campaign, and then make an informed 
judgement, they could not find that ideal type of independents using their survey data of the 
1950s and 1960s. However, today’s independents fit this ideal type of independents better than 
those in the mid-20th century. My data analysis showed that many of today’s independents are 
better educated, very interested in politics, and care much about election outcomes. These new 
independents seem closer to the ideal nonpartisan or ideal democratic citizens who objectively 
make political choices without the emotional bond to a preferred party. Although today’s 
independents do not want to have any party affiliation, they are more politically engaged and 
even participate more in campaigns and voting. This is supported well by my multivariate 
analysis in Chapter 5 when I explain the effect of the perceived elite partisan polarization on 
independents’ political participation in campaigns and voter turnout. 
In Chapter 5, my multiple regression and logistic regression model showed that the elite 
partisan polarization in Congress has enabled independents to understand party differences more 
easily, which has made independents move towards a more ideologically extreme position and 
achieve greater political efficacy. Also, the elite partisan polarization in Congress has made 
independents dislike polarized political parties and distrust government more. Most of all, the 
147 
 
logistic regression model shows that the elite partisan polarization has made independents more 
likely to participate in political campaigns and to vote.  
The analysis in this dissertation additionally illustrates a path diagram representing the 
direct and indirect relationship between the elite partisan polarization and independents’ political 
attitudes and participation. Through a path analysis, I found the most important causal 
connections in my research model. First of all, the direct effect of the elite partisan polarization 
on independents’ campaign participation is strongest and most important both for all 
independents and pure independents. In other words, because of the elite partisan polarization, 
independents recognize party differences more easily, which has increased independents’ 
political participation in campaigns and voter turnout.  Next, the indirect effect of the elite 
partisan polarization on independents’ campaign participation via all four political attitude 
variables is significant. In other words, independents, who are aware of party differences, 
become more ideologically extreme and achieve a greater political efficacy, which, in turn, 
increases their political participation in campaigns. Also, because of the elite partisan 
polarization, independents dislike political parties more and distrust government more, which, in 
turn, makes independents more likely to participate in political campaigns. 
For pure independents, their political efficacy is the only significant mediating variable 
between the elite partisan polarization and participation in politics. In other words, because of the 
elite partisan polarization, even pure independents can recognize party differences, which helps 
pure independents understand political affairs better and gain more confidence in politics. In 
turn, this achievement of greater political efficacy increases pure independents’ political 
participation in campaigns and voter turnout. 
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 In summary, my findings support my hypothesized causal model and also some scholars 
such as Hetherington (2001), Mockabee (2001), and Abramowitz and Saunders (2010), who 
argued that as the elite polarization has increased, partisan polarization in Congress has clarified 
the parties’ ideological positions for ordinary Americans, which in turn has served to energize 
the public by clarifying the two parties’ positions in elections, so more people are involved in the 
political process and turnout to vote.33  Moreover, my findings show that today’s independents 
are better educated, better informed, more interested, and more involved in politics than a few 
decades ago. Furthermore, my research found that the increased partisan polarization in Congress 
is one of the strongest factors that positively affects independents’ participation in campaigns 
and turnout to vote.  
 
Implications for Future Studies  
In research on Americans’ electoral behavior, independents have been usually 
ignored by scholars because political scientists consider them as unreliable voters having 
little interest, knowledge, or involvement in politics. However, my findings in this 
dissertation show that over half of independents are currently very interested and more 
involved in politics via campaign participation and voter turnout. Thus, independents do 
deserve more attention from academic scholars of voting and elections. My findings in 
this dissertation can provide a theoretical basis for scholars studying political campaigns 
                                                          
33 Overall, I agree with Abramowitz’s argument that the elite partisan polarization has motivated ordinary 
citizens to participate more in politics. However, I do not agree with his argument that centrist or median 
voters such as moderate or independent voters are disappearing because of the elite partisan polarization. 
Although more independents are participating in politics because of the polarization, my analysis showed 
that independents do not like political parties and still do not want to have any party affiliation due to the 
effect of the elite partisan polarization. 
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in which independents have become more important. This is because recent presidential and 
congressional election outcomes are usually contingent on independents’ decision (Lewis-Beck 
et al. 2008, chapter 14; Weisberg and Christenson, 2007). In other words, it seems nearly 
impossible to win the election without independents’ support.  
For future research, therefore, we need to focus on the effect of political campaigns on 
independents’ voting choices. In particular, where and how do independents usually get political 
campaign information? Further, what campaign variables most successfully affect independents’ 
voting decisions? Between negative campaigns and positive campaigns, which campaign 
strategy is more effective on independent voters? 
The results presented in this dissertation can provide new insight into theoretical debates 
about the effects of elite-level political polarization on public attitudes and behavior. However, 
some caveats are in order. Although I revealed the direct and indirect relationship between the 
perceptions of elite partisan polarization and independents’ political participation, it was beyond 
the scope of this dissertation to get the result of the effect of the elite partisan polarization on 
independents’ vote choice. In addition, I exclusively relied on ANES data, so my research is 
constrained by the one data source. Although the ANES survey data is nationally supported by 
scholars, it has also some weaknesses. For example, some survey questions or categories have 
been changed over time, so their results can be inconsistent. Although this research has some 
limitations, I hope my findings show that independents are a group that will be interesting for 
scholars to examine in the future. Today’s independents are different from the traditional type of 
independents described in The American Voter. Today’s independents are better educated, very 
interested, and more involved in politics, so they seem closer to the ideal democratic citizens 
who can make political decisions objectively without having any firm allegiance for a major 
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political party. Moreover, today’s independents participate more in political campaigns and 
voting, in part because of the effect of elite partisan polarization. Therefore, in the era of the 
party polarization, the increasing share of independents today is not necessarily harmful but can 
be beneficial to our electoral politics and democratic process. 
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Appendix A 
Question Wording of the Variables from the American National Election Studies Survey 
 
 
Awareness of Party Difference 
 
“Do you think there are any important differences in what the Republicans and Democrats stand 
for?” (No difference/ Yes, a difference) 
 
 
Party Identification 7 point scale 
 
"Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent, or what?"  
 
(IF REPUBLICAN OR DEMOCRAT) "Would you call yourself a strong 
(REPUBLICAN/DEMOCRAT) or a not very strong (REPUBLICAN/DEMOCRAT)?"  
 
(IF INDEPENDENT) "Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic 
party?"  
 
 
Ideological Policy Position 
 
"When it comes to politics do you usually think of yourself as extremely liberal, liberal, slightly 
liberal, moderate or middle of the road, slightly conservative, extremely conservative, or haven't 
you thought much about this?" 
 
 
Political Efficacy 
 
"Sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that a person like me can't really 
understand what's going on.” (Agree/ Disagree/Neither/Don’t know) 
 
“People like me don't have any say about what the government does." 
(Agree/Disagree/Neither/Don’t know) 
 
"'Public officials don't care much what people like me think.'" (Agree/Disagree/Neither/Don’t 
know) 
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Trust in Government 
 
"How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is 
right-- just about always, most of the time or only some of the time?"  
 
 
Affection for parties 
 
"...using the thermometer how would you rate the following:"  
(CARD OR RESPONDENT BOOKLET SHOWN TO R) (Democratic Party/ Republican Party)  
(Note: Thermometer scale 0-100 administered) 
 
 
Campaign Participation 
 
"During the campaign, did you talk to any people and try to show them why they should vote for 
(1984 and later: or against) one of the parties or candidates?" 
 
"Did you wear a campaign button, put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign in your 
window or in front of your house?"  
 
"During an election year people are often asked to make a contribution to support campaigns. 
Did you give money to an individual candidate running for public office?" 
 
 
Voter Turnout 
 
"In talking to people about elections, we often find that a lot of people were not able to vote 
because they weren't registered, they were sick, or they just didn't have time. Which of the 
following statements best describes you: One, I did not vote (in the election this November); 
Two, I thought about voting this time - but didn't; Three, I usually vote, but didn't this time; or 
Four, I am sure I voted?" 
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Religion of Respondent  
 
1966-1968: “Are you Protestant, Catholic or Jewish?”  
1970-1988, 2002: “Is your religious preference Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, or something else?” 
1990 AND LATER, exc. 2002:  
(IF R ATTENDS RELIGIOUS SERVICES:) “Do you mostly attend a place of worship that is 
Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish or what?”  
(IF R DOESN'T ATTEND RELIGIOUS SERVICES:) “Regardless of whether you now attend 
any religious services do you ever think of yourself as part of a particular church or 
denomination?” 
(IF YES:) Do you consider yourself Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish or what?  
 
(VALID_CODES: 1. Protestant / 2. Catholic [Roman Catholic] / 3. Jewish /  
4. Other and none (also includes DK preference)) 
 
 
Church Attendance  
 
1970-1988: (IF ANY RELIGIOUS PREFERENCE) “Would you say you/do you go to 
(church/synagogue) every week, almost every week, once or twice a month, a few times a year, 
or never?”  
1990 AND LATER: “Lots of things come up that keep people from attending religious services 
even if they want to. Thinking about your life these days, do you ever attend religious services, 
apart from occasional weddings, baptisms or funerals?”  
(IF YES:) “Do you go to religious services every week, almost every week, once or twice a 
month, a few times a year, or never?”  
 
(VALID_CODES: 1. Every week (Except 1970: almost every week) /  
2. Almost every week (no cases in 1970) / 3. Once or twice a month / 4. A few times a year / 
5. Never (1990 and later: 'No' in filter) / 7. No religious preference (1970-1988)) 
 
 
Political Interest  
 
“Generally speaking, would you say that you personally care a good deal which party (1992 and 
later: who) wins the presidential election this fall, or that you don't care very much which party 
(1992 and later: who) wins?  
 
(VALID_CODES: 1. Don't care very much or DK, depends, and other / 2. Care a good deal) 
